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Naya Henderson-Brooks strives to enter high school as if she’s already been 
there, done that, and skipped the reunion. While attending a rally to save Q-Town—their 
queer youth community center—from her former church, her best friend Dante falls into 
an unexplained coma, leaving Naya reeling. Fortuitously, her maternal grandmother 
Granny Mabel shows up and sweeps her off her feet by revealing the existence of a spirit-
based magic, passed down from an ancient West African goddess and adapted by slaves’ 
new lives on stolen land. If she believes in this, she might be able to save Dante, maybe 
even Q-Town. Wrestling with her growing body and its own set of new feelings for 
Dante’s friend Jersey—who is close-lipped and uses they/them pronouns—Naya lets her 
instincts guide her as she learns about her power, bonds with her younger brother, and 
tries to save the world.   
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CHAPTER 1.     
Naya struggled to hold on to her best friend Dante’s hand as he weaved effortlessly 
through the throng of sweaty, chatty people. Her short, plush frame wasn’t conducive to 
these sorts of maneuvers. She huffed as someone’s elbow invaded her personal bubble and 
gave Dante’s hand a yank. “Dude, slow down.”  
She put her hand up like a visor over her eyes to block the glare of the July sun. 
Baking asphalt and concrete, the Chinese place down the street, and a distinct scent of 
magnolias from the blooming trees on the pedestrian walkway filled her nostrils. They came 
to a stop in front of an old Victorian house, purple and brown with gold trim. A couple of 
barricades blocked off the path straight to Q-Town’s front door, and around the corner to 
their left where most people actually entered. A few uniforms stood off to the side.  
In her mind’s eye, Naya could easily map every room inside that building, each one 
about to be stripped and emptied of its furniture and life. She could feel the corner of the 
night stand by the entrance that bruised her hip a month ago, see the flipped-up corner of that 
ugly old rug, hear Dante’s loud laugh skip across the room.  
A bulldozer and wrecking ball stood idle in a fenced-off area adjacent to the house. 
“My bad shortstop.” His eyes glittered with humor and anticipation as they stood in 
the middle of the street, their feet straddling the double yellow line as he released her hand.  
“Shut up chicken legs,” she said, crossing her arms. Normally, her comebacks were 
painfully lacking, but she felt like Ms. London would have cracked a smile if she’d heard this 
one. 
“Whoa,” he gasped, his hand over his heart. “Like that?”  
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“Sorry, just…nervous.” Naya had never been to a protest, and thought she’d never go 
to one. And yet here she was. The City of Riverside was going to destroy Dante’s second 
home. She had to represent. 
Q-Town, also known as Queer Town, or Quincy Town after the guy who built it, gave 
kids a place to go in the afternoons when they didn’t want to go home. It wasn’t a shelter, but 
a lot of social workers and counselors volunteered what little time they had there. Dante was 
good with people, and became a peer mentor in their program pretty soon after he joined last 
summer. 
 “It’s chill,” he said, looking down. His legs were a sensitive subject these days. He’d 
just started shaving them, and realized he couldn’t crush a ripe pear with those thighs, let 
alone a watermelon. He was always working on himself in some way. 
This wasn’t the time to get into it though. A sharp ring, like mic feedback, then Ms. 
London, Q-Town’s director, cleared her throat and announced over a megaphone: 
“Remember. This is a non-violent protest. We are here to protect something we care about 
through a peaceful—and legal—gathering. If you were at the park with us prior to coming 
here, you know the drill. For the rest of you, retreat when you hear the chant. If you can risk 
arrest, that is your choice. But everyone under 18, please, don’t try to be a hero today.” She 
clicked the megaphone off and resumed talking to a small group of organizers beside her.  
“You seen Jersey?” Naya asked, carefully redoing her ponytail of box braids.  
Dante gave her a knowing look. “Mmhmm. Give you one compliment and you’re 
hooked.” He chuckled and scanned the crowd, but shook his head.  
Naya rolled her eyes, pulled her ends through the last loop of scrunchie. “Whatever. 
You said we’d probably get along if we hung out, so.” 
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“You would.” He checked his phone, “On the way fifteen minutes ago. That’s some 
CPT. They live right down the street.”  
“Ms. London seems fired up. I mean, more than usual.” From what Naya could see 
through the group of people ahead of her—it was a surprising turnout—Q-Town’s director 
Ms. London was arguing with some official-looking city person, and Charlie, a cop friend of 
her dad’s. “She should be careful.” 
Naya talked when she was nervous, and the energy of the crowd surrounding her 
made her insides all twitchy. Her stomach started questioning her breakfast choices, and she 
couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off, beyond her hesitation at being there, 
beyond her little universe.  
“She wouldn’t have to be if they were doing their job in the first place.” Dante leaned 
forward a bit, shifting to get a better view.  
Naya opened her mouth to respond, but then closed it.  
Dante didn’t miss the tone of her silence. “What?” he asked, then turned back to the 
front where the organizers stood talking.  
“I’m sure they are. Doing their job I mean.” She didn’t feel like arguing about this 
anymore. Her dad was a firefighter, and she’d grown up around these figures in an adjacent 
way. She didn’t want to think they were bad people, even though she knew some of them 
definitely were. 
“This ain’t the right way. Not for this. They should be protecting us. New 
Foundations got everyone in their pocket. Everyone knows that.” 
“But Ms. London said it wasn’t all about money.”  
  
8 
“That’s not even the point.” Dante had been frustratingly righteous all week leading 
up to this and Naya was getting tired of it. “The City should be fighting for this place! And 
the cops shouldn’t be here. They just make things worse. We need more people to show up, 
that’s what we need.”  
It wasn’t that she disagreed. She’d heard the stories about corruption, police brutality, 
all that, and it wasn’t that she was in denial about either of those things. It was something 
about the way Dante always thought he knew everything. And when they’d Google the 
subject in question, he was usually, annoyingly, right.  
“I’m here aren’t I?” Naya said.  
He turned to face her then. “That’s not what I meant.” 
“I know,” she huffed.  
“Glad you came out.” He got quiet then and Naya thought he was done talking. “Did 
you know it’s totally legal for New Foundations to just take us over like this? I been 
researching it. A lot. And like, in addition to the money thing, there’s some weird loophole 
about the street itself, the district or something. I’d have to look again.”  
Naya knew he was trying to distract her from their argument and she was more than 
willing to hit pause. This was supposed to be about supporting him, supporting Q-Town. For 
her though, things just seemed to line up in her old church’s favor and there wasn’t much 
they could do about it. She’d gone to New Foundations as a kid, but after the move across 
town, her parents hadn’t made an effort to go back. 
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The only positive was that at least the trucks couldn’t move today because someone 
had run to the courts with enough paperwork to stall them. So Ms. London and some of the 
older kids decided to protest the closing. Showing up showed initiative and willingness to 
fight. Didn’t Naya care enough about their spot to fight for it?  
That was how he got her to come in the first place. She knew her parents would say 
no, but she’d mustered up the courage to ask anyway. It hadn’t gone over well. Better to ask 
for forgiveness later, in this case.  
“That’s messed up,” Naya said, shaking her head slowly. When she looked to her left, 
down Lemon, she swayed a bit. “Oh my God.”  
“Huh?”  
Naya smacked Dante’s arm. “Dude my dad is totally here! Over there!”  
That was unmistakably her dad, Darius, even at this distance. She knew in the way he 
hunched his shoulders, his fingers tapping on a screen too small for his massive hands, the 
way he laughed and looked up to the sky at something silly her mom just sent him. He was 
going to be so mad at her. 
“Oh shit. I’m so sorry,” Dante said. He knew she would get in big trouble for being 
here. Meanwhile, both his parents were near the front, ready to help the organizing 
committee with whatever.  
Naya let out a high-pitched sort of sigh and maneuvered herself in front of Dante’s 
lanky frame, wondering if her missing bike had given her away. Of course it had. Though her 
dad going through the backyard gate was just bad luck.  
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“Major points with Jers though.” Dante put his hands on her shoulders and squeezed. 
“Not the time.” Jersey still hadn’t showed. “And I’m telling her you used that 
nickname.”  
“They/them.” Dante corrected without skipping a beat.  
Naya tensed up even more than she thought possible as she cringed. “Oops, sorry. I 
know. I know. I’ll get it. Don’t they use ‘she/her/hers’ too?” 
Naya would ask for clarification later, but they both messed it up on occasion and 
made it a point to get it right. Naya began to think she was thinking way too much about 
Jersey today. 
“PLEASE DISPERSE IMMEDIATELY. THE STREET MUST BE CLEARED. WE 
THANK YOU FOR YOUR COOPERATION,” a voice announced over what must be a city 
PA system, it was so loud. It drowned out Ms. London’s megaphone by a mile.    
They hadn’t even been there an hour yet, but Naya took this as her cue that is was 
well-past time to leave. Then a chant started. She watched some people toward the front 
edges start disappearing around the corner of 10th and Lemon. Naya risked a look behind 
Dante to see if her dad was still there. He wasn’t. Great. But as she searched that spot for 
him, Naya saw something really curious.  
The pastor from New Foundations, her old Pastor Gene Allen stormed toward her. 
No, not toward her exactly. Past her, toward the side door of Q-Town. She remembered him 
being pretty intimidating up on the pulpit, what with the word and power of God behind him 
and all, but his walk was different now. Scary. She swiveled back to the front to see who was 
about to get buried in fire and brimstone today. She saw no one obvious, but got this weird 
and distinct impression telling her to get out of the way. Leave, now.  
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Naya jerked her head away and tugged on Dante’s sleeve. Twice, hard. In their code, 
this meant let’s go soon, please. 
“Yeah, yeah. I’ll go with you.” His face fell.  
Naya didn’t return his gaze, but studied her fingers intertwined with the end of her 
ponytail, kicking herself internally. The last time Dante had made that face was when he told 
her about meeting Jersey and how he was so excited to be in high school. And then Naya 
threw a jealous fit about him making new friends, disappointing everyone to say the least. 
They didn’t talk for a week after. 
“Sorry. I just…” Her sentence disappeared in the back of her throat. 
Along with seeing her dad, that strange feeling when she had when they’d arrived had 
only gotten worse.  
“It’s fine.” It wasn’t. “Five more minutes?” 
  “Yeah. I’ll make it up to you. Promise,” she said. Even though she had no idea if she 
could. Just being here had to count for something, right?  
“Damn straight.”  
She’d lost track of Pastor Allen, but he must be close by. She searched the crowd 
directly around her for his specific bearing-down-upon-thee posture.  
There was a moment of silence between them and the chant changed into something 
Naya thought she recognized from back when her family still attended services. She couldn’t 
quite latch onto it though.  
More cops appeared. More squad cars blinked. More shields went up.  
The guy who made the first announcement came on again, but she didn’t hear him. 
She continued looking for Pastor Allen, totally distracted by images of going to church 
12 
floating through her head. Maybe he’d stopped walking. Or maybe he was closer than she 
thought and she was looking right past him.  
Some people near the back started to break away in bigger groups now. Some ran.  
Naya grabbed Dante’s hand, the corners of her lips barely turned upward. She could 
do this. Be strong. Only three more minutes. It was her turn to be there for him.  
 A scream from somewhere to the left of them ignited chaos and the crowd roared in 
response. The police pushed forward, forcing the crowd back.  
Dante and Naya swayed between jostling bodies, some trying to plant themselves in 
support, and some trying to flee.  
“Let’s go!” She tried to yell into his ear, but he didn’t seem to hear her, like he was 
totally lost in a trance. Her only guess was that he was watching the swift approach of the 
police line.  
She turned around and pulled him along behind her, most of the crowd helped push 
them away from Q-Town anyway, down Lemon toward Mission Inn Ave. 
 “Naya, wait!” Dante shouted, tugging on her hand. 
She was brought up short. She turned her head back toward him and saw Pastor Allen 
grasping at his chest, where it looked like some kind of vine had grown out of it.  
Naya whipped back around before she could think about what she just saw. “Hell no! 
I’m getting us—”  
 Crack!  
There was a split second of absolute silence as what sounded like a gunshot rang out. 
Her eyes met Dante’s in wide open surprise.   
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Then a large blond woman, screeching and jumping in every direction, barreled into 
Naya, who went down hard, landing on her left hand, the other one ripped violently from 
Dante’s. Her head clunked the ground, and a jolt of pain ran up her left arm. All at once the 
scents of summer became acute. Fried food, hot asphalt, sweat, urine.  
She rose shaking, and stepped up onto a curb and backed up until she found the wall 
of a coffee shop. One hand protectively covered the wrist she’d landed on, and she held them 
both close to her chest, as she searched the crowd for Dante. She felt oddly cool. 
He had been right there. 
Naya had always been an easy crier and right now seemed appropriate. Through her 
tears, she looked back and forth for him. Nothing. Not even the woman who ran into her 
remained in sight. Dante’s height should have been a helpful sign. Everything felt far away, 
and she could only walk slowly toward Java Café, the spot he told her to meet him if they got 
separated. 
All the while the police line stood unwavering in front of Q-Town. Sirens screamed 
their approach. She never should have come to this stupid protest in the first place. 
# 
Those who remained were either being booked or questioned by an officer. Some 
were being looked over by paramedics on the scene. She spotted a couple of kids from school 
sitting on a nearby curb with a pair of uniforms watching them. Naya resigned herself to her 
fate of being grounded probably until the end of summer—effectively killing her plans to 
establish herself as one of the cool incoming freshman who already had tons of friends—and 
shuffled in that direction. Probably easier to call her mom from Java Café, and wait here to 
get picked up.  
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But where had Dante gone? Was that his pride bracelet on the ground? What had he 
been wearing? She wished she’d been paying more attention to him!  
“Naya Michelle!”  
 Naya flinched as she recognized her father’s voice, tinged with worry. It seemed to 
reverberate through her whole body. She tried to ignore the renewed spike of fear. She didn’t 
want to turn around and face him. Didn’t want to put up with him not listening to anything he 
didn’t want to hear.  
“Girl, you better come on.”  
When she finally did turn around, he pulled her into a bear hug then stepped back. He 
had been closer than she thought, hovering, trying to see what she was holding with her back 
turned to him. His height and bulk made her feel like she was seven again, and a sob escaped 
her as she met his stare and then looked down at her hands, one cradling the other. 
His face twitched, just for a moment, his mustache giving away more than he could 
usually express with words. “You want to see your Mom about that?” He asked in a much 
softer tone this time.  
She nodded, thinking she couldn’t do much to find Dante right now, even if her dad 
would let her stay. He put his arm on her good shoulder as he led her toward his black 
Lincoln Navigator. Her dad drove through the crowded downtown, in his usual silence, 
eyeing her wrist, which throbbed with every breath. The shame of being a disobedient child 
was drilled into her early. And now she started to feel it. When she had asked a week ago, it 
was a question. Then it turned into an argument and ended with her rushing off to her room. 
And she didn’t even really want to go in the first place! The city would do what it was going 
to do and that was that, her father had said. Leave it alone.  
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Naya hopped out of the car as soon as her dad pulled up to the front doors. Luckily, 
her mom’s friend Sheila womanned the service desk this afternoon, and she paged Naya’s 
mom right away. At this point, her wrist hurt so much, and she was struggling not to lose it 
over Dante, that Naya didn’t care who she was cutting in line.  
Gaila rounded the corner in her light pink kitten scrubs and Keds, her hair pulled up 
in a matching pink wrap and perfectly applied lipstick. Naya’s tears came back abruptly. Her 
mom had that special knack for making her cry just when she’d convinced herself that she 
was the one who controlled her emotions. 
They met in the middle of the hall and Gaila wrapped one arm around Naya’s waist 
and smoothed the baby hairs at her temples. She didn’t need to say anything to let Naya 
know that she would take care of her, but she was still in trouble.  
Naya looked back at her dad and he smiled and waved her on. “I’ll be right here.”  
They went into a separate room down the hall and around the corner. Naya sat on the 
edge of the exam table and tried not to cry.  
Gaila put one finger under her chin and lifted her head, “Talk to me.”  
Well there it was. She was crying and she let her mom put her hand on her back 
which she normally hated when she cried. After a few minutes, Naya exhaled a shaky breath 
and held out her left arm for examination. “Mom…” 
“Mm-hm.” Gaila gently grabbed her daughter’s wrist and gave it the once over, 
pressing her fingers softly into the skin around the wrist bones. “No breaks.” 
“Dante was really glad that I showed up.”  
She turned and pressed some more in a spot that zinged. “I bet he was baby. But that 
doesn’t let you off the hook here.” 
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Naya grimaced, “But like, he really needed me.” 
“I’m gonna wrap this, and you’ll probably be a sling for a couple weeks.” Gaila took 
out a set of bandages and started the process. 
Naya’s whole forearm sparked and popped, but she remained still. “I kept telling him 
I had to go.” Naya didn’t mean it as if she blamed him. It just came out that way. 
“Do you feel like it was worth it?”  
Naya hated when her mom got all philosophical like this. She asked her what she 
learned almost every day, asked her if she knew what colleges or even trade schools Naya 
wanted to go to, whether or not her decisions were serving her. Sometimes it seemed like her 
mom just tried to gloss over her whole emotional life. She usually got grounded after this 
question. 
“I just went. I don’t know. I had to be there for him, mom.” When Gaila didn’t 
respond, Naya continued, “Don’t you ever just have to do something, be there for dad or 
Nico?” 
Gaila finished wrapping and held Naya’s gaze. “Of course I do. That’s family 
though.” 
Fresh tears pricked her eyes. “But Dante is family too. He’s my family. And he’s 
missing.”  
“What? What do you mean missing?” Gaila handed Naya a couple of pills and a cup 
of water. Then she placed a hand on her daughter’s back and rubbed in little circles.  
“We got separated.” She gulped the pills down. She hated taking them, they always 
got stuck. “And my phone is dead.” 
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Her mom looked genuinely concerned, but said, “I’m sure when you turn it on, you’ll 
get a message, baby. He’s all right. I’ll make a couple calls.”  
 Naya just nodded. 
# 
It was only a twenty-five minute commute from Kaiser Permanente back home, but it 
felt like much longer and she was dead tired by the time they got home. He opened the door 
quietly, and ushered her in before him. That was the thing she hated most; she’d rather have 
him screaming and yelling. Later, he would probably just look at her all sad with his big 
brown eyes to make her suffer, to make her “think about what she had done.” Yeah, right. 
She had done nothing, in fact. Dante could be dead for all she knew. She couldn’t text 
him or see if he’d texted or called her. God, what if he wasn’t at home? And what even 
happened to Jersey?  
He would have been by Naya’s house to make sure she was ok. Wouldn’t he? She 
wasn’t so sure; she’d just been the shittiest friend over the past few hours. She couldn’t even 
check herself to spend a few hours standing still outside Q-Town. But her dad was right 
there; what was she supposed to do?  
 Naya slouched toward the stairs. She couldn’t resist looking back at her dad, just 
standing there, watching her, or looking through her. His mustached twitched as if he wanted 
to say something to pull her back, but the silence had grown too long in the car, and the 






Naya plugged her phone in on her nightstand. It buzzed as it turned back on. Next to 
it was a photo of her, Dante, and Jersey from Halloween. That had been their first big hang-
out as a group outside Q-Town. Since their now ex-friend Mina had ghosted on being Ron, 
they really needed someone to make the group costume thing work. Dante suggested Jersey 
and that was that. 
She was Hermione, Dante was Harry, and Jersey got stuck with Ron since they were 
newest. It had been a good sign that Jersey didn’t fight this. The corners of Naya’s mouth 
turned up in a lazy grin and her fingers brushed the glass frame. Her head felt fuzzy from the 
pain medications her mother gave her.  
The hum of central air and the rush of cool on her calves made her aware of her 
whole body and she realized how tired she was. As Naya undressed and crawled into bed, she 
wondered if today would become the last day she saw her best friend.  
She rolled over, to lay on her right side, facing the wall opposite her cracked door. It 
was covered in old-school camera printouts of her with a couple friends she hung out with 
during the school year, some dumb photobooth shots of her and Dante from his birthday this 
past Spring, and random family photos. A Fault in Our Stars and a Perks of Being a 
Wallflower poster hung beneath a string of red Christmas lights. Her eyes focused on a photo 
right in the middle of her collage: her and Dante and Jersey at the mall, photobombed by her 
younger brother Nico. He’d probably come to regret this particular one—with his big gummy 
smile and dried-out hair—in like a week.   
Something unexpected came loose when she thought about this, and her eyes 
prepared to leak, but she was fresh out of water. When her parents first told her about the 
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move to Canyon Crest from downtown in third grade, she’d thrown a fit, as any eight-year 
old might in the face of being ripped away from the deepest of all relationships: her girl gang.  
There were five of them and they had matching bracelets, nicknames, and clearly 
spelled out responsibilities for the maintenance of friendship. It was beautiful. Then her 
father got a bigger paycheck at the fire department. She got her own room separate from her 
younger brother Nico, finally. Her mom’s commute shortened and she was home in time 
before they went to sleep. It seemed like everyone got something out of it.  
She squeezed her eyes shut. It was too much. She turned back to her phone and 
checked her notifications. Nothing from Dante. Not Dante. That phrase became a mantra in 
her head as she feel into a deep, dreamless sleep.  
# 
Naya jerked awake, her mind foggy. Bed. Home. Kitten. Gigi purred softly at the foot 
of her bed. She sat up and checked her phone. Two missed calls from Jersey right around 
when she got to the hospital. Jersey wasn’t usually the texting type.  
It was late evening now. The hall light slanted through the crack in her bedroom door. 
Her mouth felt like the inside of a cotton ball. She slipped into a set of pajamas, her house 
shoes, grabbed Gigi in her right hand, and padded down the stairs. Naya stopped when she 
heard voices coming from the kitchen. 
“We thought you’d like to know. There’s a small chance, but…” Sheila trailed off. 
 Then her mom, “Well, she’s sleeping. We can tell her tomorrow.” Her usual steady 
nurse’s tone shook, questioning almost. 
“Of course.” Her dad’s boom, a heavy coat around her mom. 
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Naya took the last steps quick, the front room furniture transformed into an obstacle 
course, and when she got to the kitchen, her heart beat madly beneath her ribcage. Her wrist 
throbbed and the remaining pain traveled up her left arm and into her neck and back.  
“Tell me what?” she asked. 
 The small wooden table, the four chairs—three of which were occupied, the glint of 
the stainless steel appliances, the open bag of cane sugar and carton of half and half swirled 
and became objects in a void, some place not her own. Naya held Gigi, who mewed softly in 
her arms, closer to her chest as she took another step into a kitchen that suddenly didn’t feel 
like hers anymore.  
 All three adults stared at her before averting their gazes into their ceramic mugs of 
coffee. Her dad stood up, still in dressed even though it was late; he hadn’t even taken his 
shoes off. He mumbled something and then went off to the bathroom. For the first time since 
last week when Dante refused to stop hounding her about showing up at the stupid protest, 
Naya got angry.  
 “Mom?” She locked eyes with her mother. “Tell me what?”  
 “Watch your tone, young lady,” Gaila said, but she didn’t have the heart to mean it. 
 Sheila wrung her hands and then put them both around her mug, looking back and 
forth between Gaila and Naya.  
 Gigi wiggled a little in Naya’s hand, but she only tightened her grip and maintained 
her gaze. She waited for her mom to explain.   
 “Your friend, Dante. There’s been an accident. I’m so sorry—” 
 A yelp rent the air and Gigi burst out of Naya’s hand and shot underneath the table. 
She darted through the kitchen and into the living room. Naya didn’t recognize her grasp as it 
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became a vice around her new pet, just adopted two weeks ago from the local shelter. Guilt 
flooded her. She let her hands fall to her side.  
She shouldn’t have squeezed so hard. She shouldn’t have let go. “Is he…”  
“God, no,” Gaila said quickly, “But the doctors say he’s not waking up or responding 
to stimuli. There’s still a chance that...” Her mom stood up and moved toward her, but Naya 
backed away. The throbbing in her wrist continued and now it pissed her off—that woman 
who bumped her, Dante, her mother. 
 A rough laugh escaped from Naya’s throat like the ghost of joy.  
 “Baby...” her mom started.  
 “I’m not a baby anymore,” Naya said, delivered the line with such profundity that 
Gaila let it go.  
 “No, you’re not.”  
 “I’m going back to sleep now.” She sucked in a breath. If she took in enough air, 
maybe that would be enough to hold her together.  
“We’ll see him first thing in the morning,” her mother’s voice floated up behind her, 
fading fast. 
Back in her room it took everything for Naya to refrain from slamming her bedroom 
door. She didn’t feel like testing her mother’s sympathies.   
 Naya snatched her phone from the charger, the full-battery light green and steady. 
She curled up on her bed, extra cautious of her arm and trying to ignore the sense of 
responsibility that loomed above her head.    
 She couldn’t face it. She was gonna be the one who had to tell Jersey that Dante 
might be dead; his stupid face all slack, his funny jokes lost somewhere in a pink mass that 
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may or may not be a rutabaga by now? No. She wouldn’t do that. Naya tossed her phone to 
the end of the bed. Wouldn’t they already know if they had their phone? Jersey didn’t have 
any social media except for SnapChat. What asshole was announcing his condition over a 
Snap Story though? Thankfully no one.  
 Less than a minute later, as if Jersey could feel Naya’s reluctance, two new messages 
appeared in quick succession. Naya couldn’t help herself, as fragile as she was, the need to 
know consumed her and she crawled to the end of her bed to read them: fine and ...talk to you 
tomorrow 
 Naya stared at the screen wondering how to respond. She could send Me too or Sorry 
or Oh btw Dante is…idk. 
 None of those were viable options, but before her fingers touched the screen Gigi 
loudly and forcefully clawed her way up Naya’s floral comforter to demand a scratching. 
Good call, new kitten.  
# 
The first thing was the wires. The second thing was the lips. Dante’s lips were 
chapped to all hell and no one seemed to care. He would be mortified if he could see his face 
unwashed and unshaven; he meant to do it before the protest. Naya averted her gaze and kept 
readjusting her sling which made her wrist light up.  
When they had first arrived that morning, Dante’s parents had clearly not had any 
time to adjust. Patricia and Will were rumpled, red-faced, and happier to see Naya than she 
thought they should be. They enveloped her in their arms like she was theirs, too. Dante 
didn’t have any siblings, and Naya supposed she’d been over to his house enough to count as 
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an honorary. This made her feel a little sick and she disengaged as much as she could. “You 
take your time, ok,” his mom had said.  
His parents told her more than her mom knew. There was no normal explanation for 
what had happened, no bleeding or swelling or anything except that lump on his head from 
falling. Nothing that would cause this. Just an unexplained tragedy.  
Interrupting Naya’s thoughts, Gaila came through the door holding two Styrofoam 
cups of coffee. She saw her fiddling with the sling, the bandages on her forearm. “Girl, stop 
that,” she said. “Here.”  
Gaila handed her a cup and dragged the chair from the far side of the room over to 
Naya and sat.  
Coffee. Her first real cup. The caramel color swirled and the rich, nutty scent made 
her take what was possibly her first full breath since she’d been in this room. Gaila had 
always refused to let her have more than a few sips of her own—thoroughly drenched in half-
and-half and sugar. Her dad let her have as much of his black police station tar as she could 
stand. The way he put it, “Gotta gas up the tank, right?”  
“Thanks Mom.” The corners of her mouth turned up. The smile felt strange on her 
face. She was still mad. She pressed her lips to the rim of the cup and nearly burned them off.  
Gaila wrung her hands. “Sorry, should have gone all the way to the Caf for cups.” 
“S’ok.” Naya blew on it, tried again. Sugary heaven. Her eyes dragged over Dante’s 
face. What if all it took to wake him were the smell of coffee? He loved Starbucks a little too 
much. It was really his only flaw. Loves. Loves Starbucks.  
Just a couple weeks ago Ms. London had brought a few new seasonal iced drinks to 
the celebration of Q-Town being a step ahead of New Foundations Pentecostal Church trying 
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to hostile-takeover their space. Looking at Dante, all the humor and fire gone out of him, his 
chest pumping up and down a little too rhythmically—that day seemed like a gift now.  
She had spent too long getting ready and gotten to Q-Town late. Naya stood in front 
of her full-length mirror frowning. The new top her mom bought did not help disguise the 
fact that her body had decided, without her consent, to sprout boobs out of nowhere. Real 
life-size womanly ones, too, not the mosquito bites other girls had. Sigh. Why couldn’t she 
be like them and actually want these things?  
On the way, the car silence was one of those don’t-freak-out-these-are-my-friends, 
and there’s no reason to be nervous, silence. But she was nervous. When she got there Dante 
greeted her loudly and twirled her around to admire her glow-up for the day. He’d worn his 
fancy white linen and loose shirt combo, his pride bracelet next to a new brown leather one 
that his crush Theo gave him. Then talk shifted to the politics of Q-Town’s fate. Naya didn’t 
really understand or care about the case. She knew it was some homophobic ish from the 
church and that Ms. London and her crew would take care of it.  
Another reason for the name: a bunch of people being free and queer as hell. 
She stepped off to the side while they talked but then saw Jersey standing close to 
Dante and laughing loudly. Her stomach had flipped, then flopped. That one year apart really 
mattered apparently, where he went off to high school and she had to endure eighth grade all 
alone. Last fall, when he kept hanging out with her, he hadn’t seemed like he’d changed, but 
Naya didn’t believe people just stayed the same forever. How would anyone get married or 
have kids? Neither of those were things that interested her now, but she imagined a future 
self that wanted both of those things. And that was going to take a lot of change.  
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 Jersey looked like a carefully put-together punk model down to the single choker. 
They said to Naya, “Never saw you dressed up before. Looks good.”  
 Naya remembered blushing, remembered the look on Dante’s face and the arch of his 
eyebrow. She remembered feeling all too seen, like Jersey had sidled up to her and told her 
one of her own secrets. Dante had covered his giggle at Naya’s nerves with a coughing fit, a 
supportive one she assumed.  
Sitting here staring at his expressionless face after how she’d just seen him happy felt 
weird. More than weird. Naya grabbed the cup of coffee and sipped it, slower this time. 
She’d give anything to see that smirk now, even it was about him shipping her with a person 
she didn’t know super-super well.  
 A buzz fully broke her out of her staring at him.  
If there’s anything I can do, please don’t hesitate to call me –Ms. London 
Adults forever signing off on text messages was one thing that annoyed Naya beyond 
reason. Like, it’s not an email Miss London. Thank you so much. Mom’s with me. 
Naya always made her responses grammatically correct for Ms. London. Something 
about her suggested that a misplaced comma sent her through the roof, though she was 
definitely a real person, and Naya appreciated that.  
“He could wake up at any minute,” her mom said. “That’s what they told his parents.” 
What a stupid-ass thing to say, Naya thought. The cup in her hand looked like a small 
earthquake should be going on. But nothing else in the room moved. “Please, don’t.” 
“I’m just trying—” 
“Well, you aren’t,” she snapped. 
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Her mom settled back in her seat. Then she got up. “I should see how Pat and Will are 
doing. See if they need anything.”  
 Naya just nodded. She could feel all their eyes burning into the back of her through 
the window. No one had seen what had happened to him. He was found lying in the street 
with no life-threatening injuries, just a few scrapes and a knot on his head where he must 
have fallen. Must be a brain injury, but there was nothing they could find in their first rounds 
of testing. At least those have better chances of recovery, but still unpredictable. She should 
have tried harder to find him, ignored her dad.  
After a while Gaila came back in and asked if she was ready to go.  
I guess. Sure. Whatever. There was nothing she could do. Except… 
Naya asked her mom for a minute alone, even though she was fully aware everyone 
was definitely watching her now. She took out her mini Vaseline lip balm and swiped her 
pinky into it. Carefully, she rubbed the moisturizer onto his lips, grateful, but weirded out by 
the regular breaths coming from his slightly open mouth. She stood up before she could start 
to cry again, or get too freaked out, and joined her mom in the hallway.    
# 
Gaila didn’t pull into the garage when they arrived back home.  
“Wait behind me,” she told Naya as they approached their front door. Gaila jiggled 
the handle. Locked.  
“Moooom, what are you doing?” Naya sighed. 
“Hush,” she pointed to the street. “You see that black car? Who it belong to?”  
A black vehicle was parked on their side of the street, poorly, a little too 
perpendicular to get away with a sense of effort. A dented, rusty, black Cadillac Deville 
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certainly stuck out here among the Mercedes and the BMWs, and the one Jag belonging to 
the next door neighbors. 
Naya didn’t even notice it. Amongst all the other things flying through her head, it 
was hard to concentrate. The rush of caffeine flowed through her body on the ride home. She 
was hyper aware of herself in a way she wasn’t used to. The human body temperature finally 
made sense, her nails felt ultra-soft, and she managed to appreciate her new boobs for a 
fraction of a second. 
“I don’t know,” she said. “Jag’s family who can’t park?”  
“Just….come on.” Gaila guided Naya by the shoulder around the corner of the house 
and through the side gate. The dining room had a sliding patio door that Gaila had rigged to 
open from the outside in cases like this. Naya hadn’t ever come this way, and didn’t know 
how that could even be done. Her mom didn’t believe in leaving a spare key under a pot or 
anywhere else near the front door.  
“This is dumb, Mom,” Naya complained.  
Gaila put her finger against her lips to mean be quiet. She stepped inside and turned 
to the left, Naya right behind her.  
The sweet and spicy scent of cinnamon and sugar hit them first. Then the sound of 
soft music caressed their ears. Sade. Taboo. Then the smoke detector announced its presence. 
“Granny!” Naya yelled and ran into the kitchen to greet her grandmother.  
Before her mom could verify this was a safe person, Naya was already wrapped in 
Granny Mabel arms. Granny Mabel always smelled expensive, like some good perfume, that 
Michael Kors stuff or whatever, not like expensive grandma perfume. She inhaled and didn’t 
want to let go.  
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“Oh it’s good to see you, child. Been a minute.” Mabel adjusted her cheetah print 
shawl over her shoulders and held out her arms to Gaila, who stiffly embraced her. “Good to 
see you too, miss thang.”  
Naya didn’t miss her mother rolling her eyes as Granny turned her attention to the 
incessant beeping of the smoke detector. She grabbed a towel from the far left kitchen drawer 
with no hesitation, as if she lived here as long as Naya had, and flapped it at the ceiling.  
“Granny, when did you get here? How long are you staying this time?” Naya cut right 
to the chase, newfound energy replacing thoughts of pain or worry or regard for typical 
manners of not interrogating your houseguests.  
“Rolled in a few hours ago, thought I’d come see how my favorite girls getting by. 
Been a while since I been down here.” She gave the alarm a few more swats before it turned 
off, the silky smooth voice of Sade a welcome replacement once again. 
Naya didn’t know this particular song but wished she did. In the haste of greeting 
Granny Mabel, she hadn’t realized there’d been music on at all. 
“Well, everything is fine, you know, on the whole.” Gaila didn’t sit, didn’t take off 
her coat. 
Fine. Right, that’s a great description, Naya thought.  
“Mhmm,” Granny said as she replaced the towel and flipped the pancake before it 
burned all in one fluid, full swing around. “You want some breakfast?” 
Naya started opening cabinets and drawers at once, pulling out plates and utensils and 
came back around Mabel to set a couple places at the nook in the corner.  
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“Oh no, actually, Naya honey, I meant to ask you when we got here—before I 
thought we were being robbed—can you stay here for a few hours? I’m coming right back, 
but they need me for—” 
Something important. The rest of that sentence turned to static. Her face fell and her 
mom looked stricken. 
It had been a long time since her and her mother had spent a whole day together, just 
them. As her mother’s face pleaded with her to be okay with this sense of abandonment, a 
flash of memory met her: the both of them splayed on the couch, bare feet and fresh 
manicured toes resting on the coffee table, a cheesy Lifetime original movie playing in the 
background, the rain slapping the windows.  
 “Go on now, go save those precious Roly-Poly babies. Naya and me got some 
catching up to do anyway, don’t we.” Mabel winked at her granddaughter and Naya felt her 
heart rise with a forgotten buoyancy. Her Granny was here, and that lessened the blow of her 
mom leaving, for now. 
 “Okay. Should I pick up anything for dinner?”  
 “Nah, I got it,” Mabel said, turning back to pour more batter into the cast iron skillet.  
 Gaila left as Granny Mabel poured in the next pancake. Naya’s stomach grumbled at 






After breakfast Granny suggested they needed a walk, just around the block. Naya 
was surprised her body responded positively. Usually after a heavy carb-sugar-heaven meal 
her muscles protested any activity whatsoever, and her mind fogged over for the next few 
hours. She didn’t feel like being out in public again so soon, so she suggested the backyard.  
This was Naya’s first foray into the wild, into a natural space that was perfectly 
curated for human activity, in days. Like in most suburbs or gated communities, her yard had 
a fence. Green grass shot up, although her parents were thinking of converting it to a desert 
landscape lawn. All this would be dead and yellow in a month, by the end of August. The 
color made her wonder if Dante’s skin would turn that color. A shock to her otherwise hazy, 
full, happiness.  
The azaleas and hydrangeas the lawn guys planted stood at attention near a cheap 
stone fountain at the far end of the yard. A small sectioned-off plot to the right, on the 
opposite of where her and her mother entered the house earlier, belonged to Nico. Naya 
hadn’t been out here in weeks. When she saw the stem of wilted tomato plant, the slumped 
over leaves of his attempted summer squash, she realized how much she missed him. He 
would cheer her up if he was here and not off at science camp like a nerd. 
They did one more big circle around before stopping at the little garden and planting 
themselves on two overturned white buckets. 
“When’s Nicky getting back again?” Granny Mabel asked right on cue.  
“A few days from now, I think, I’m not sure. Dad’s getting him though. Then, I 
guess,” Naya threw her arms up, “He’s leaving again after like a week for some science 
camp, too. Sports and science is all he cares about. Dad I mean.” 
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Granny Mabel looked like she wanted to laugh, but didn’t. “You tell him about your 
friend?” Switched the subject to what was really on Naya’s mind, of course.  
She shook her head. Naya hadn’t told anyone who didn’t already know. Ms. London 
probably knew just because she was most likely one of the people at the scene longest. His 
parents and his family. The school. God, everyone had to know by now, it’d be all online 
already. Her brother probably already knew. But if he did, he would have called or something 
right? Would Jersey be mad Naya hadn’t told them?  
Granny leaned over and plucked a tiny shriveled tomato off the vine, turned it over in 
her hands, her fingers long and her nails bare.  
 “No I haven’t told anybody. You know, Nico started doing this garden thing a year 
ago. He got really into a volunteer project his guidance counselor suggested. And started 
talking about how the world’s gonna end, and how we need to know how to feed ourselves 
after, and all this other stuff.” Naya rolled her eyes, but in reality she felt scared thinking 
about it. Zombies, nuclear bombs, some flesh-eating virus. What if all that happened while 
she was still just fourteen? What could she do about it?  
She rubbed the toe of her sneaker in the dirt, frustrated that her brain wouldn’t even 
let her enjoy this visit from someone she hadn’t been sure she would see again.  
“The future is important. You have so much time ahead of you child, you don’t even 
know. It’s wonderful. What are you gonna do?” Granny stared at her with an expectant gaze. 
She’d always let Naya steer the conversation. But this was the look she gave when she 
wanted an actual answer.  
Naya didn’t want to say the wrong thing. “I think help people. Be there for my  
friends. Like I tried to do this weekend but...I didn’t do so good.”  
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 “And how do you propose to do better next time?” Granny started pulling on a weed. 
She liked keeping her hands busy.  
Naya thought her grandma always wanted to help people too, even the ones who 
didn’t deserve it. Naya could see where her mother got it. All the questions, all the 
philosophical sort of stuff. But the last time she saw Granny Mabel was seven years ago. She 
was seven. All the adults and her brother, it seemed, knew what had happened, even though 
he was younger. Dad must have told him something. She didn’t realize this until, like, a 
couple years ago when she had asked him what he remembered. More recently, every time 
Naya had asked Nico he’d say in that lazy, guilty voice “Nothing.” All she got was that Dad 
got mad at Granny Mabel for something and they didn’t want her living there with them no 
more. Then they moved here and not once did she hear or see Granny Mabel’s name 
anywhere.  
“I could have said no. Maybe it would have been better if I’d stayed home,” her voice 
got small. She was glad her Granny wasn’t the prying kind. Naya would tell her eventually. 
Soon. Knowing Granny, she probably already knew. It’d been on the news anyway, 
apparently. All of it. Her little town, all up in arms. Or at least a corner of it. 
“Nah, that’s not how us Henderson’s roll is it? Hell nah!” Granny gave a last tug and 
what looked like gross brown carrots came up on the ends of the full, green leaves of the 
weed. She barked a laugh, the kind that Naya didn’t know she missed until the short, sharp 
burst revived her spirit the way it used to.  
 “Ew! What’s that,” Naya asked with a grin, excited because she was here with her 
grandma, and for a while maybe everything was going to be okay. 
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 “That my dear is Rumex crispus! Works wonders if you know how to use it right,” 
and she winked.  
Naya never thought she’d be interested in some dumb old leaves until this very 
moment. Granny Mabel made everything seem like it had some kind of magic to it. Like it 
was special. “What do you mean?” 
“Well baby girl, let me show you how to clean it first.” 
Her grandmother got up and strode toward the sliding glass door and into the kitchen. 
Naya scrambled to her feet and shot after her grandmother. 
 They stood in front of the sink, Granny now ran lukewarm water over the tubers and 
handed them to Naya to pat dry with some paper towels—something she could do without 
too much pain in her arm. “Just like me and you and your mom and your brother, and alright 
fine, sometimes your daddy. We all an ecosystem, just like the plants and animals. We got to 
interact somehow, and the how determines the rest of the world.” 
Naya thought she got it. It wasn’t difficult, and she knew about the pyramid that 
wasn’t about food too. How plants lived on the bottom because they fed everything else and 
all that energy got used up so that humans could go on doing what they do. But she felt like 
she was still missing something, the jalapeno—the last finishing touch on a perfect burger. 
“So if we’re all one big system Granny, does that make Mom and Dad the plants? 
Since they say all the time everything they do is for me and Nico?”  
Granny Mabel laughed, a big hearty one.  
“What I’m saying is your family is a community. So are your friends. And we have to 
depend on each other and not be ashamed of that dependence.” 
 
34 
Naya thought her Granny was the proud sort, didn’t like asking for help. But she had 
no idea where she’d gotten that knowledge from. Must have been a leftover memory from 
when they had all lived together. As she dried the roots, she tried to focus on what her 
grandmother told her about the plant, about what it could be used for, but she couldn’t. Dante 
had no problem asking folks to do things for him, like pass his crush Theo a note in fifth 
period and collect the one written back without reading it. And after knowing Jersey for 
about nine months, just by hanging around her and Dante, she thought Jersey might be more 
similar to her than to Dante.  
Jersey. They probably didn’t know about Dante. From what Naya understood, their 
mom was really strict about phones, TV, that kind of stuff. It was time they knew. Naya 
would want to know, if she were in Jersey’s position. And, she started to worry. She would 
surely be mad if someone waited so long to clue her in.  
Naya thought about pulling a good old-fashioned Weasley rescue—except she 
couldn’t drive, didn’t own a car, and would for sure get in trouble for driving up to Jersey’s 
window. 
Granny Mabel had stopped talking and walked over the couch to sit and check her 
phone—she was the definition of actually cool grandparent. This must be where Mom got it 
from. The knowing when Naya had tuned into her own station, and knowing when to turn the 
dial or let her keep listening. And Granny Mabel used to just know things! She could 
sometimes guess who was about to call.  
Naya didn’t really believe in ESP or psychics or any of that. Not God either, and she 
was glad her parents had a falling out with Pastor Allen and hadn’t really worked that hard to 
find a new one in this part of town. But one thing sort of made her curious, if only in the 
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‘wouldn’t it be cool if’ sort of way. And sometimes, if she felt nervous while she was 
thinking about it, the ‘oh shit’ way.  
She used to stand outside Granny Mabel’s door on days when her mom used to let her 
stay home from school because she was sick. She never lied, she was just sick a lot as a kid. 
And she could hear Granny Mabel talking on the phone to somebody. But it didn’t sound like 
any conversation she’d ever heard. Sometimes it sounded like prayer, but sometimes it 
sounded like music or singing. 
 One of these times Granny Mabel must have forgotten to shut the door all the way. 
Naya had gone to the kitchen for a glass of water; this particular day she felt too actually sick 
to eavesdrop on her grandmother. The sound of her grandmother’s voice speaking in rough 
low tones drew her to the threshold. Her fingers gripped the half-full glass. She pressed her 
face against the wall and peered through the crack in the door.  
Granny Mabel sat cross-legged on a mat on the floor. She was still in her nightdress, 
but Naya remembered it being daylight and really hot. Three white candles surrounded her, 
the flickering casting shadows even in the afternoon light. Her eyes were closed and she 
chanted in a language Naya didn’t know or recognize. Even at seven she knew not to 
interrupt, even if her grandmother was making strange sounds she’d never heard a human 
make before. Her voice rose and her arms followed above her head, palms shooting toward 
the ceiling.  
All at once she slumped over, head lolled to one side and Naya used every bit of 
restraint not to rush in to see if anything was wrong. But then her head lifted again, and her 
arms too, more slowly this time, like a puppet’s arms and her voice changed. High. Not her 
grandmother’s. She felt wind even though the window was closed. The curtains didn’t flap 
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and the ceiling fan was off. Naya wished she had stayed, but she got too scared and ran back 
to her room, half the water sloshed on the floor in her wake. And that’s how she knew ghosts 
were real. Not literally, but at seven she knew they were real. 
“Hey…Granny? Can we—” 
Somehow, while Naya floated back to the past, Mabel got up from the couch, 
wrapped her shawl around her with careful deliberation, grabbed her keys, and stood waiting 
by the door. She held them up as Naya came around the corner to ask her for a favor. 
# 
They pulled up to Jersey’s house and Granny parked askance along the curb. Jersey 
lived just outside of downtown in a two-story apartment complex with twelve units. They 
were the sierra brown color of hastily constructed low-income housing. There were two oak 
trees planted on either side that shaded the building from the glaring sun. 
Granny sat in the car and watched while Naya trudged up to apartment two, right in 
view of the street, her heart in her throat. Her sneakers felt like someone had tied bricks to 
them. How was she going to tell Dante’s other closest friend that he might never wake up?  
Naya and Jersey were close enough, close enough that Naya thought she could predict 
a rather stoic freak out, but not close enough that Naya knew the correct reaction she was 
supposed to respond with. She knew Jersey wasn’t a hugger, and didn’t like to talk about 
feelings. 
Before the protest, before their center became a target, before everything, Naya didn’t 
have to talk about feelings or worry about how Jersey would talk about feelings if ever forced 
to. Dante bridged that gap by keeping up a constant array of crushes. Jersey had said didn’t 
date because that was all about feelings. And Naya cared more about art than almost anything 
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else, and simply didn’t spend a lot of time thinking about what her body decided she could be 
ready for.  
Regardless, they’d both have to get it, Naya thought. For Dante’s sake. With that she 
knocked on the door.  
After a minute, she raised her hand to knock again, but then the door swung inward 
and the tallest woman Naya had ever seen stood at the threshold holding a wooden spoon 
covered in red sauce. She wore casual shorts, a tank, and a hot pink wrap around her head, 
but a few locs hung down on one side. “Naya? I think Jersey texted her friends she grounded 
right?” 
“Yes.” Naya made herself look as innocent as possible, small, not the kind of friend 
Jersey went off to get in trouble with. Naya wondered if Jersey had told her mother about her 
friends, wondered if Dante had ever hung out here. He didn’t mention Jersey’s mom. She 
supposed they’d always just gone to his house.  
“Who that outside?” Jersey’s mom looked past Naya to Mabel’s car, her eyes 
sweeping the length of the block like she was taking inventory. 
“My Granny came to visit,” Naya said. 
“Mmm. Janelle!” She opened the door and beckoned Naya inside.  
“I won’t be long, I promise. Thank you.”  
“Uh-huh.” Ms. Jackie nodded her head toward Granny Mabel’s car and then shut the 
door. Naya immediately wished she could stay for dinner. It was what Jersey called special 
spaghetti night and the smell of onions, garlic, and something she couldn’t quite place made 
her mouth water.  
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On the rare occasion when Jersey talked about her family, they’d left out this part 
about her mom being a total paranoid. And the reason it was just her and her mom. But Naya 
never wanted to ask about that. She figured having a really strict dad was better than having 
none.  
Jersey, in almost the same outfit as her mom, but without the wrap around her locs, 
came striding out of their bedroom with their arms crossed, but dropped the stance as soon as 
they recognized Naya. 
Naya got nervous again, not that it ever really left, but that feeling spiked again in the 
pit of her gut and she sucked in an audible breath. 
“Hey, what happened?” Jersey grabbed Naya’s arm and marched her through the 
second door on the right. Naya didn’t remember them ever making physical contact except 
the unavoidable brushing of shoulders.  
“Ten minutes!” Jersey’s mom called out from the kitchen.  
“Okay!” Jersey stood next to the bed waiting. Without even really thinking about it, 
Naya knew not to ask about “Janelle”. 
Naya stood in the middle of the room, contemplating telling Jersey that maybe sitting 
would make it easier to hear, but giving that suggestion in a room that wasn’t hers seemed 
rude. She’d never been inside Jersey’s house before, let alone the most private of spaces. So 
she let her eyes wander, but not settle. She didn’t want Jersey to think she was being nosy.  
It was a plain room, with no typical items a parent might buy for their teenage 
daughter. Which made sense. What really stood out to Naya was the giant poster of some 
sports woman Naya didn’t recognize. She was in a sports bra and shorts, but something about 
her look made Naya turn away.  
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“We were standing kinda at the front right, and then I think Dante saw you, or it 
might have been someone else, I don’t know,” Naya babbled.  
“I think it was me. I saw him right before shit got real.” Jersey said. 
 “Yeah. It got...that was crazy right, like way more than I was prepared for.” 
 “Dante said you weren’t even gonna go at first.” Jersey’s tone didn’t sound upset, but 
Naya knew it was accusatory anyway. And someone who didn’t talk about feelings would be 
a master at coming off chill in any situation.  
If she defended herself, that would mean she was guilty, and she was, but like not for 
not wanting to go. That would be stupid. So she said, “There’s no way I could not go. He 
never would have forgiven me.” 
 “He really wouldn’t have.” A brief silence before, “You heard from him? I’ve 
obviously been low-tech the past couple days.” 
 Naya didn’t want to do this. Why didn’t she let her mom do it like she’d offered 
earlier? She wanted to give herself just a few more precious moments of not being the bearer 
of bad (read absolutely awful) news, but she couldn’t think of any way to dodge the question 
without being super weird.  
“Dante’s in the hospital in a coma. I don’t know if he’ll wake up what if he doesn’t 
wake up. Jersey I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you before. Well, I guess you wouldn’t have gotten 
my messages anyway. I didn’t know what to do.”  
 Jersey half sat-half slouched onto the bed and then decided the floor was a better 
place. Naya thought it best to follow along and so sat with her back against the bedroom 
door, breathing as slow as she could. She didn’t want to disrupt even the air. 
 Jersey put her head in her hands. “Oh my god...for real?”  
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 “Yeah. I…I saw him. My mom took me to Kaiser this morning.”  
 “She’s a nurse right?” 
 “Mhm.” 
 Jersey’s head came up slow and Naya saw the fight to keep the tears in check. “Well, 
can’t she do something?”  
“Like what?” Naya knew sort of what her mom did and it had nothing to do with the 
teenage brain or waking people up who couldn’t be woken up. It wasn’t like he was taking a 
nap. Something about that question irritated her.  
 “I don’t know, don’t they have really strong stimulants or something for this stuff?” 
 Naya didn’t know if that was at all true. Dante was her best friend and if there was 
anything her mom could do, she probably would have asked her already.  
 “No,” Naya said, her voice coming out rougher than she wanted it to. She could feel 
the golf ball sized lump rising in her throat then. “I mean, I don’t think that works for the 
brain.”  
 “Yeah. Fine.” Jersey scrunched up like a ball, pulling her legs in closer. 
“Can your mom drive you to see him?”  
 “She says we don’t have no gas to be gallivanting all across town.”  
 “Not even for this? He’s like your best friend.” Naya decided that Jersey looked 
frayed enough and barely holding it together in front of her, that she could release her hold 
on Dante for just a second, just this once.  
 Jersey liked that and there was just the hint of a smile. “Yeah.” 
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“I’m sure she’ll understand, and if not, my Granny is right outside, we could take you 
sometime. Right now even! She has plenty of gas!” Before she could stop herself, Naya 
laughed, a little too loudly at her unintended joke. How horrible to laugh at a time like this! 
But Jersey joined her and it didn’t matter that their gasps sometimes sounded like a 
donkey braying, like sobs barely contained in the abrupt breath of laughter. Naya wasn’t 






 Later that day, Naya sat next to her grandmother while her parents took the other side 
of the table. She was glad they didn’t do that thing where they sat at the heads of the table to 
try and be fancy. Of course they still tried to be fancy, but with the food instead of the seating 
arrangements. It was maybe the first time they’d used the big table in the front room since 
their first Christmas here. Her dad’s family, The Brooks Clan, came over and they were the 
type of people who demanded military style bedmaking and matching decorative towels in 
the bathroom. They’d been pleased with the move and only called to check in instead of 
making the flight from Balitmore or Boston or wherever. It had been a while since she’d seen 
them.  
Naya suspected Granny Mabel wasn’t like that at all. Gaila brought out some Trader 
Joe’s finger foods and a set of tiny forks to eat them with, and Granny Mabel cast Naya what 
could have only been a smirk. Naya covered her grin with her hand. 
“Alright now, Mabel, would you like to say grace?” Naya’s dad walked in carrying a 
heavy something in mom’s good crockpot, the big one.  
Naya hoped it was lamb. That’s what they ate that first Christmas with the Brooks. 
She’d never tasted anything as good as that. She was so enveloped in eating every little 
chunk of meat she could find, that she didn’t care how awkward everything felt.  
“I’d love to, Darius.” Granny Mabel smiled sweetly up at him and waited for him to 
sit down. Her hands rested on the table palms up. Naya took her hand immediately.  
After they were all seated, Granny Mabel began: “Dear Lord, our heavenly father, we 
come to you in prayer. Let us thank you for this food we are now about to receive. Let it 
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nourish our mind, body, and spirit dear lord. Dear lord please bless the hands that bought and 
prepared this food, keep them whole and in good health if it so please you lord. Dear lord I 
thank you for bringing us all here safely on this day. I offer up a special prayer for my 
grandbaby Naya; may you show her the way, the path, and the light to your holy spirit. In 
Jesus name, I pray. Amen.”  
Soft echoes of ‘amen’ followed. Naya’s parents shared a look that Naya couldn’t 
read. She didn’t get it; that was a perfectly fine typical black family prayer. As Naya 
whispered the holy word, she started thinking about God again. It seemed inevitable that 
something else existed but she was pretty over the idea of church.  
Her Dad served Granny Mabel first. It turned out to be his roast pork loin recipe with 
seared pears and dates to garnish it, mashed potatoes, green beans, and store bought dinner 
rolls. It seemed like the homemade gene skipped a generation, because Naya considered all 
her mom’s attempts at baking to be straight up Shakespearean tragedies. And who decided 
oatmeal should be a cookie? Nonsense. 
“This looks delicious honey,” her Mom said.  
“Yeah Dad, good one. Too bad Nico isn’t back yet,” Naya said.  
“I’m taking the day off to pick him up tomorrow. So we got another special meal 
coming up for that. Mabel, I trust you’ll want to stay for that?” 
“You can throw down in the kitchen,” she nodded.  
“Can’t wait to hear what he learned, maybe play a few rounds,” Darius replied. His 
face lit up whenever he thought about reliving his old basketball days in the early nineties 
wearing these super short shorts that belonged to his uncle or something. The pictures of him 
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with a fro and those shorts were strange to Naya, like a person she would never know, but 
who lived in the same house she did. Weird. 
“He might want to rest a while first,” her Mom said, spearing a bite of pork and pear.  
“Yeah, yeah of course,” he said. 
“You think he’s going all the way?” Granny Mabel asked. She’d been quiet today 
generally, but a certain energy surrounded her, like she had a surprise she wasn’t quite ready 
to give away yet. Naya itched to find out what it was. She always had something up her 
sleeve. 
“Absolutely. He won’t make the same mistakes I did back in the day. No, he’s got his 
head on right.” Naya’s dad stabbed several forkfuls of green bean and pork and brought them 
to this mouth. 
“I saw that garden out back. What a state.” She shook her head. “I’d like to work on it 
with Naya. She says he’s done with it?” Granny Mabel’s tone suggested an offering, rather 
than a request.  
Naya wished she knew how to do that, to ask for things in such a way that disarmed 
the person. It was just one more mesmerizing thing about Granny. Her heart thumped in her 
chest, and then a bit of guilt again. She didn’t think excitement should come so readily in a 
time like this. She bet Jersey hadn’t smiled again since she’d been over. Her mom didn’t 
seem like the comfort-with-humor type. But Naya was excited and she couldn’t help herself. 
Her mom spoke first. “Have at it. I can’t remember the last time he went out there. 
And where are my tomatoes, huh? That boy is science and ball, that’s it.” She playfully 
elbowed Darius in the ribs. 
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“Oooh Dad, can we? Today, Granny showed me this thing called Remus Crispex, 
these leaves that just look like weeds, but you can actually do a lot with them and—” 
Naya trailed off when she really looked up at her dad’s face. She knew that face. He 
didn’t like this idea. She could feel the pit in her stomach grow. The one she thought would 
be reserved for Dante, but seemed to be accumulating everything related to every relationship 
she had.  
He put down his fork. “Would be good for Naya, since she won’t be doing much else 
‘til her wrist heals up more. Other than visiting her friend.” Her dad gave her a meaningful 
look, letting her know not to try any funny business just because her granny was going to be 
here now. 
“If you aren’t too busy with…your plans here,” Gaila said, obviously hinting to 
Granny Mabel to say why she’d come. “You could take Naya to do that sort of thing.” 
Granny Mabel replied, “I have another place to stay if you’re not up for hosting this 
old goat.” She continued eating without missing a beat. Dang. She was ready for anything. 
Naya’s eyes got big as the dinner plates as she looked at her parents, who chewed 
slowly, having a silent conversation with their eyes. 
“A little bird told me to come check in is all.” Granny Mabel said. 
In that moment Naya wanted to scream. She also felt a brand new type of sadness. 
Her stomach felt empty; no, hollow. Sadness for old people whose families didn’t want them 
anymore. There was nothing wrong with her Granny, dammit! Why couldn’t she stay for a 
while? What was so bad that she had to stop living with them in the first place huh? She told 
herself she’d demand to know, and right now. 
“Two weeks,” her Dad said through a mouth of potato. 
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Naya felt thirsty and realized her mouth was open. She’d almost ruined the whole 
thing. Now she felt like a pin had burst a balloon inside her, but not in the bad way, but in the 
surprise and shock of the pop. Damn some table manners, this deserved a dance, if only just a 
little one.  
So she shimmied her shoulders a bit and thanked her parents. 
Granny Mabel imitated her moves and Naya allowed herself to loosen her grip on her 
worries for the night.  
# 
Naya woke early for no reason with the feeling that her whole life was about to 
change. Well hadn’t everything changed already, she thought? She missed Dante’s usual 
morning meme. Again. How many days had it been? Only two? Jesus. She felt heavy. Maybe 
it was her dreams making her feel strange. Dreams of Dante sitting up not knowing where he 
is, freaked out of his mind. Jersey swooping in saying random stuff about plants as if they 
were explaining what happened to him. Weird.  
She didn’t attach any emotionality to this sense of imminent will of the universe, so 
she got up like usual. She saw that Gigi had knocked her phone off her nightstand at some 
point and it hung by the charging cord. A message from Jersey read: Got my phone back. If 
you’re going to see Dante anytime soon, can I come with? 
Yes, today? Lemme ask. Gotta be before 2 
Her and Granny Mabel didn’t have much time to perk up the garden patch before 
Nico got home today, but they were going to at least weed it. Naya surprised herself by not 
being annoyed at how much work this would be. And out in the hot sun too. She pulled on 
some shorts and a tank and met Granny Mabel downstairs.  
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 “Morning sunshine,” Granny Mabel said. She went full old people mode wearing a 
knee brace, fanny pack, and sunhat. She had a few splotches of dirt on her face already. This 
sight made Naya feel a little less heavy than she had a few minutes ago. 
 “Morning Granny.”  
 “Didn’t sleep too good, huh?” 
Her grandmother just shaded her, wow. Naya didn’t bother to look in the mirror 
before she got up. She figured she’d have time to shower before her dad got back with her 
brother anyway. Mom was supposed to get off work early too.  
 “Thanks,” Naya replied. 
 “Come now, this will perk you right up, promise.” Granny Mabel walked out to the 
garden and Naya found that the garden had been weeded! It wasn’t a very big plot, but still. 
Granny did all this by herself? She must have been up at sunrise. Dang! 
 “Ho-ly…” Naya started. The little patch of dirt needed some of that dark soft dirt to 
top it all off. And then they needed seeds. And Naya had no idea how long it took to grow 
green beans or squash or tomatoes or any of the summer vegetables Granny had mentioned to 
her yesterday. She tried to fix her face so Granny wouldn’t see the frown that started to 
bloom there. Naya didn’t want her to think she’d done something wrong or that Naya had 
changed her mind about helping her, especially after she’d done all this work alone. But 
Jersey needed to see Dante. 
 “See, there. Now all we have to do is go pick out some summer seeds.” She smiled 
and put her hands on her hips.  
 “Um, Granny, can I ask for a favor first?” 
 “Sure, what is it?”  
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 “Could you take me and Jersey to see Dante before we get seeds?” Naya instantly 
wanted to apologize. But she couldn’t read her Granny’s face enough to tell if she was 
bothered.  
 “I think it’s early enough we can fit in both. Let me change right quick. You go get 
the car started.” She trundled off toward the guest bedroom. 
 “Yes ma’am.” She did want to spend time working this garden with her grandmother, 
almost more than she wanted anything else for some reason. It felt like the first new thing 
she’d done in a very long time. 
# 
 Jersey followed Naya down the hallway at a brisk pace. They weren’t anywhere near 
her mother’s area, but she’d entered the same way she had last time, and Sheila waved. 
Granny Mabel trailed after them.  
 When they reached the right corner of the hospital, Naya signed them both in as 
Dante’s visitors. Only Dante’s father was here this time, while his mom had gone home to 
prepare for the incoming extended family.  
 Today seemed like a positive day, one of those days where those surrounding the 
patient had high hopes for a return to consciousness. At least, that’s what Naya thought when 
he said, “He needs you girls, his best friends. Oh my God. Sorry.” He looked stricken at his 
gendered term. 




 His relatively good mood and open acceptance of his son and his community was 
hard not to appreciate and want to linger in. Except when he made everything super 
awkward. He just nodded and pointed them toward the door and made it obvious he would 
give them plenty of space and time to say whatever they needed to say in private.  
 “That’s shitty. He should know by now.” Naya said, feeling stupid since she’d also 
messed up Jersey’s pronouns not too long ago. 
“Wait,” Jersey said, looking worried and uncertain. Their lips pursed out in a way that 
made Naya think about kissing. Not them, but just in general. So inappropriate right now, she 
needed to get it together. “Is he...you know...um...I don’t know how to say it,” Jersey paused 
and then asked, “Um, can he hear us? Even if he can’t like respond?”  
That was not what Naya expected. But then again, she didn’t always know what to 
expect from Jersey. She thought they were going to bring up Dante’s dad, but ignored Naya’s 
attempt to be supportive. “I don’t think so. The doctors said that was rare.” 
That would be scary as hell. She wondered if that was true at all, now that she’d said 
it out loud. Then thought about if Dante were as scared as she would be. Probably not. But in 
the years she’d known him, she couldn’t remember if he’d ever told her any of his real deep 
down fears. What if that meant he didn’t trust her or they weren’t as close as she thought? 
She was being silly.  
Naya opened the door and stepped inside. A nurse she didn’t know looked to be 
taking his vitals or checking up on him in some way. Naya liked her immediately because 
she didn’t look like she saw two teens in need of pity. As the nurse left, Granny Mabel came 
in and sat in the far corner.  
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This visit was about Jersey, so Naya stayed where she was and waited until Jersey 
was done looking him over.  
 “He don’t look good in all this white,” Jersey said. “Like he already dead or 
something.”  
 “But he’s not,” Naya said. 
“And he won’t be, I can feel it in my bones,” Granny Mabel chimed in as she stood 
by Dante’s head, across the bed from Naya and Jersey, keeping her eyes on them both.  
 Naya didn’t want to be irritated today, but grown-ups always did this thing where 
they said what they thought she wanted to hear. What she wanted was the truth. But knowing 
Granny Mabel, Naya knew her grandmother really believed that. And that she really believed 
that bones could tell people things. So she didn’t say anything.  
 “How do you know that?” Jersey asked, narrowing her eyes.  
 “Because of this.” Granny Mabel held out her hand and in the center of her palm 
rested a single dark flower. It could have been that blue pigment—YInMn the newest blue 
pigment—only more purple. There was a brightness about it that Naya bookmarked in her 
mind to experiment with at some point in a color study. 
 Naya looked at Jersey and raised her eyebrows. Jersey respected her elders, but still 
managed to say exactly what was on her mind. And Naya had this feeling that Jersey thought 
her grandmother was a lunatic in that moment. 
 “Granny…”  
 “Hush child. The both of you, go stand by the door a little ways.”  
 Jersey hopped over real quick. Naya moved more slowly, not taking her eyes off 
Granny Mabel. “What are you gonna do?” 
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“You ever hear the story of how we got our spirits?” Granny Mabel plucked the 
petals from the flower one at a time and let them float to the floor in a circle around his bed. 
Granny Mabel moved back to the other side by his head again when she was done. 
 “Uh, no.” Naya wasn’t worried or nervous, but she found herself wringing her hands 
and didn’t care whether Granny or Jersey saw her doing it. Granny Mabel would never hurt 
Dante, she felt sure of that. She absolutely did not understand how a story had anything to do 
with this. 
  “A goddess endowed us with life as we know it today. A man gave us our bodies, but 
a woman gave us life. Never forget that we are made divine.”  
 Naya didn’t dare look at Jersey. She knew how they felt about the gender binary. 
 Granny Mabel continued, “She goes by Aia, Ala, Afa or something close to that.” She 
unzipped her bag with her free hand and pulled out a pinch of something Naya couldn’t see. 
“One day before all that a priestess got real sick and no one could heal her, so a woman who 
cared deeply for her prayed and prayed to this goddess of spirit, for a natural way to heal the 
priestess. After many days her prayers were answered, and a voice told her to gather these 
flowers. Not this exact one. This is the closest I could get. I forget the common name, but I 
know it as Healing Helen.”  
 Granny Mabel held up the blossom for show. “And she prayed over them while 
sprinkling a particular spice, like chili powder or cayenne pepper, in a circle around the body 
of the priestess to call her spirit awake.” 
 Granny Mabel mimicked the actions of the woman trying to heal the priestess, as she 
moved around Dante’s bed again. She repeated a phrase several times that sounded like 
gibberish to Naya.  
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 Then she stopped at the foot of his bed. “And so after seven days of this, the priestess 
woke, glowing with spirit and unhurt. The goddess gave this woman and her priestess spirits 
and powers to interact with the divine directly. She saw that it was good and soon, everyone 
had a spirit, but not everyone could connect to the goddess’s power.”  
 Granny Mabel dusted her hands off. “Those who can, well, they’re special.”  
Naya wanted to ask if she was making this up or not, but didn’t want to be offensive. 
Jersey seemed to feel the same way because they gave Naya a look that said ‘really’? 
 Granny Mabel seemed to read the looks on their faces pretty accurately. “A myth gets 
remixed a lot. I know some of this got lost somewhere. Especially coming across a whole 
ocean and being whipped out of you and hid in Jesus name. But sometimes, you need the 
truth about some things dammit.” Her words were fire, but her shoulders sagged and her eyes 
looked heavy. 
 “Granny, I…” 
 “I know, I know,” she shook her head. “It’s all superstition to y’all, but doing 
something always feels better than doing nothing don’t it?  
 “You can say that again,” said Jersey.  
Naya squinted, confused at Jersey just taking this all so well. She didn’t think they’d 
find her grandmother endearing at all. In fact, she expected something more along the lines 
of Jersey refusing to interact with the crazy old woman ever again.  
 “I’ll leave you two alone for a minute, but we should get on outta here. It’s going on 
twelve thirty and we can’t miss your brother.” Granny Mabel slipped out of the room leaving 
Naya and Jersey alone. 
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“So that was weird. She’s not usually like that, I mean, well, she used to be...I guess 
into that kind of stuff.” Naya felt like she was rambling, but her mouth just kept moving as 
soon as the door shut. 
 “It’s okay,” Jersey shrugged, then looked at Dante. “Can we go?” 
 “Oh, yeah, yeah. I’m done,” Naya said. But she wasn’t, and didn’t want to leave 
Dante by himself probably thinking, if he could think, what the hell his best friend’s 
grandmother just did to him.  
# 
 On the ride back home, after dropping Jersey off, Naya couldn’t stop thinking about 
the what had happened. Before Granny Mabel came back into her life, she’d heard of people 
doing this stuff before too, sometimes people called it Voodoo, which reminded her of Dr. 
Facilier from Princess and the Frog. But when Naya asked, her granny got real irate and said 
she didn’t need no Catholic saints to help her out. Did that mean Granny Mabel had ‘friends 
on the other side’ too? And which side were they on? Apparently God’s because she clearly 
knew the way to pray over dinner. 
  They got home and the driveway was still empty, a good sign. Naya got a text that 
read you’re granny’s a trip lol I forgot to say thank you…tell her for me? as they entered the 
kitchen. 
 “Oh finally!” Naya’s mom called out.  
 “What’s that smell?” Naya asked, following her nose into the kitchen. 
 “A special lunch recipe I got from Sheila. Also what do you think about a chemistry 
kit for your brother’s birthday?” 
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 Gaila zipped around the kitchen dipping her fingers in various dishes set out on the 
countertop and stirring a large pot of something over the stove and adding last minute 
seasonings to it.  
 “Yeah, I think he’d like that.” Naya’s mom always chose things they sort of needed 
for gifts, and that was nice, but Naya would have liked to have had something special, 
something just for fun once in a while.  
 “Good, they should be here any minute. You’re wearing that?” Her mom gestured 
with one of the wooden stirring spoons.  
 “We were working the garden,” Naya said with a little more attitude than she wanted 
to come out. She hadn’t actually done any of the work herself. 
 “Ok, my bad.”  
 “I need to shower. Maybe I’ll put on a face mask and scare the boy, when’s the last 
time he was afraid of something?” Granny Mabel moseyed off toward the guest bedroom 
laughing to herself. 
“Mom,” Naya asked after Granny was gone, “How come you and dad kicked Granny 
out?” 
 Her mom just looked at her for a few seconds. Then she turned around and made sure 
to flick off all the burners. “Let’s talk about that later, your dad will be here soon.” 
 “It was his idea, wasn’t it?” Naya felt herself getting mad again, but pushed it down.  





 “Let’s not fight right now. Aren’t you excited to see Nick? I can tell you’ve missed 
him. I have too.” Her mom sometimes just knew things, which was so irritating. Naya really 
wasn’t in the mood to be told how she felt right then.  
 “Yeah, but, that’s not what...why won’t you just tell me?”  
 “Because you’re still a child and you don’t need to be getting in grown folks business. 
Now go get ready for lunch.”  
Naya hadn’t been dismissed that way since her dad told her to stop hanging out with 
her friend Carina in the fall. Naya had simply been getting close to a new friend, in a way 
that was different than with Dante. Carina had been a casual friend until Dante had become a 
freshman without her. Carina made it seem like she could handle the inherent drama that 
could come with hanging out with the someone whose dad was close with the law. She was 
kind of too eager when Naya first started inviting her over, which made Naya suspicious, but 
that got dispelled as Carina cracked more jokes at Naya’s expense even when they were 
alone. That friendly teasing.  At some point before Christmas Break, Carina was over to 
watch TV and had her legs draped over Naya’s lap, her ankles hanging off the couch as they 
watched some show. Long story short, her mom didn’t tell her dad a new person was over, 
and he thought it was weird how they were laying. “I don’t want you hanging around that 
girl, Naya,” he had said to her after Carina left. 
 Then, she got in trouble for passing notes to Carina, and her teacher sent her to the 
principal’s office for what she deemed ‘inappropriate talk’. Her and Carina had just been 
talking about periods and nether region stuff generally, not even in a sexy way! The principal 
gave them both detention and called Naya’s mom to come get her since she mouthed off a 
little. 
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Ever since then, Naya knew she couldn’t tell anyone how lonely she’d been feeling, 
how even after a few years Naya wasn’t used to her new house. She didn’t tell her mom and 
certainly wasn’t going to start with the principal. When her mom came to get her, she flipped 
out, serious overreaction and talked to her like she was five again, like she had no brains or 
something.  
Now her mom’s tone stung in a different way, but had the same shape as when her 
dad basically told her he wouldn’t get her attraction to girls whatsoever. No one took her 
seriously. Before Naya could fix her mouth to talk back, the garage door announced her dad 
and brother’s arrival. Some part of Naya recognized that she should be thankful for that 
moment of distraction because she felt like there was no taking back anything she could have 
said next.  
 Then her stomach contracted with nervous excitement. Dang! She’d been down here 
the whole time and hadn’t changed a stitch of clothing. “Be right back.” 
 Naya flew up the stairs, and felt so grateful that she left her clothes in piles based on 
occasion. Her fancy new shirt was right where she’d left it. She raced down the stairs and 
almost tripped over the last few. She grabbed the banister at the last second and used it to 
propel her into the kitchen. She wore the same shirt she wore to Q-Town, but with a pair of 
jeans and no death-trap heels.  
 “Sup,” Nico said, giving her the customary head nod.  
 “Boy that’s no way to greet family,” her dad said. He shook his head, “Now go’on 
give that girl a hug.” 
“Oh c’mon.” 
 “No it’s fine.” 
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 Naya and Nick both laughed. All the adults grinned. 
Nick stood up from the table and gave her a one-armed embrace. Good, she thought, 
glad we’re both just as awkward about these new jugs. Ugh.  
 “Nice shirt,” Nick said.  
 “Thanks. Mom tried to put me in a dress while you were gone.”  
 “Oh god no, mom.” He crossed two fingers in Naya’s direction like he was warding 
off the devil.  
 The table erupted into giggles and even got a chuckle out of her dad. She felt far from 
him. When’s the last time she heard his laugh, a real one, not the one he used when she 
burned her tongue on his black station coffee when he’d pick her up from school?  
 If Nico was good at anything besides basketball, it was making people laugh. He 
dissolved tension. He made her family seem less boring, more comfortable to be a part of. 
She wished he wasn’t going away again. But Dad had lined up two camps for this summer 
along with an accelerated summer class after. There would be almost no time for them to 
relax, to readjust to their expanding lives and maybe get to know the people they were 
becoming.  
 “Earth to Naya, we’ve got a situation on the ground,” Nico said. He used this phrase 
when she spaced out hard. Something about it rang in her mind as important, urgent, and she 
came back to the present moment immediately. 
 “Sorry, just thinking about how ridiculous a dress would look on either of us.” 
Sometimes she could play things off so well. 
         “Yeah, I don’t have the hips for it.” 
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         Naya grinned and Granny Mabel shook her head with a smile. Naya didn’t think her 
dad liked that image so she hurried to change the subject. “Hey, Dad, tell Nico about 
Charlie’s new girlfriend.” Maybe it was all in her head, but since she’d thought about Carina 
again, she couldn’t tell if she was imagining her dad’s reactions. 
         Thankfully he directly launched directly into storytelling mode. He hooped and 
hollered and carried on about his best friend’s run of bad luck with women—the newest hot 
mess of a relationship held a lot of promise, despite the fact that it seemed Charlie’s 
girlfriend might be up to her eyeballs in some sort of trouble involving chickens and permits 
out in Norco. Whatever, everyone was entertained and not at all thinking about gender 
presentation anymore. 
 After lunch, their parents had miraculously left them alone long enough for them to 
sneak into the den and set up the old Nintendo 64. Granny Mabel had gone back to her room, 
probably for a nap, and her parents disappeared upstairs. 
 “So, got any new boyfriends while I’ve been gone?” 
         “No, and even if I did, I wouldn’t tell you. You’d go straight to Dad.” 
         Nico looked hurt at this and went on slaughtering her with no remorse at Mortal 
Kombat.  
         “I wouldn’t,” he said. “Promise. Even if it wasn’t—" 
Naya focused on landing a good combo with Katana. Sub-zero had nothing on her 
righteous triples. It had been a long time though, so she ended up jumping way too soon and 
he knocked her onto the floor. Fatality. 
         “Let’s play Mario,” she interrupted him. 
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         Naya didn’t know what he was going to say, but he was basically a stranger in this 
arena. She didn’t talk to him about crushes ever. Why did he want to know? Was it some big 
brother instinct all of a sudden kicking in? Oh god, was this his way of asking about Dante? 
She didn’t really want to talk about him either. She hadn’t even gotten a chance to process 
what Granny Mabel did or didn’t do.  
 Nico got up and changed the game. He never forced her to play something she didn’t 
want to. When they were kids, maybe a few times, but as they got older, she could tell he was 
just glad to have someone to play with at home. Dad never let him do those games online 
where he could pretend to be in the military and chat with his friends and stuff. Probably for 
the best. Nico was too gentle to be sucked in by all that violence.     
         “How’s Dante?” He asked right on cue. 
Naya felt like if anyone else had asked such a stupid question, she would have ripped 
their head off. But luckily, she hadn’t been asked that much, since she’d been avoiding 
everyone—really easy to do in the summer. So either it was the right time or something 
about Nico’s voice saved him from the wrath. 
         “Not dead,” she replied. Ugh, why was she being like this? She had been excited to 
see him and now that they actually had a moment to themselves, this was how she wanted to 
act? God. “I mean, of course he’s not great.” 
         “You miss him.” It wasn’t a question. 
 “Not like that.” Naya wasn’t about to let Nico trick her into talking. No way, not this 
early. He wasn’t about to make her feel bad and then leave in a week. Nah. 
         “But still. I never saw you bring anyone else over, except that Carina girl last year.” 
         “You don’t either,” she shot back. It was like he knew what was in her head. 
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         “You know how Dad is,” Nico sighed. 
         “Mmhmm.” Naya knew full well. Their dad didn’t like people in his house. He could 
be weird sometimes, paranoid about burglars and them hanging out with ‘the wrong crowd’. 
As if the kids in those groups would even think twice about befriending either her or her 
brother. Everyone knew their dad was tight with Charlie and some other cops.  
        All this just because of a girl she didn’t even know if she wanted to kiss? How was 
she supposed to make new friends, huh, let alone anything else? 
 “Even if it wasn’t what?” Naya asked. She had this feeling he thought he knew 
something. 
         “A boy,” he said quietly. 
 Naya inhaled deeply. Several labels popped into her head, and she’d read about them 
online before, so she knew some basic definitions. She didn’t want to say any of them out 
loud. She didn’t want to tell her brother anything about that. She tilted her body to the right, 
still holding her breath, trying to avoid slamming her race car into a wall, even though the 
game wasn’t advanced enough to work like that. “I’m just not that into dating right now,” she 
replied with a calm she didn’t feel at all. 
         But like how her mom could make her cry, Nico sometimes could make her tell the 
truth. 
         This wasn’t one of those times. 
 “Ok, it’s just that, I would never judge you for that y’know. People should live the 
way they want to. With whoever they want to.” 
         “Are you dating someone?” 
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         “Dante has some clear-ass skin, but I’m good where I am.” He smashed through the 
finish line in first place and laughed at his own joke, God, what a goober.  
         It was interesting that he said ‘where I am’ as if he could walk down the block and be 
gay out of nowhere. Naya pictured squads of drag queens glitter-bombing people as they 
walked down the street. Boom. You’re gay now. You’re welcome.  
 “Me too. Where I am. Which is single.” 
         “Another?” he asked, gesturing to the TV, moving right along. 
         Now something rattled inside Naya. Something she’d never really gave any thought 
to before. Something real. “I want to show you something,” she said, setting the controller 
down.               
Nico followed her to the garden plot outside. “Whoa,” he said, staring hard. 
         “Granny did most of the work. It was all her, really.” Naya trained her eyes on her 
bare feet. 
“I never even grew anything out here. I was just messing around.” He walked around 
the small perimeter, fingering the newly turned dirt in a few places. “Thought about growing 
that herb a few times though.” 
         He winked at her and she rolled her eyes. 
         “But for real, this is nice. What y’all gonna do with it?” He squatted to get a closer 
look. 
         “Well, Dad said Granny could only stay for two weeks, so I don’t know.” Naya 
caught his eyes then, and forced him to look away first. 
         Nico still hadn’t told her the real reason for Granny Mabel’s moving out even though 
she’d cried, begged, promised all kinds of things, even covered for him without him asking. 
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He always said the same thing: I don’t know. He was a year younger, but she just knew her 
Dad had told him something because he didn’t seem quite as upset about Granny Mabel’s 
leaving. 
         “He’ll get over it. He’ll let her stay as long as she wants, bet.”  
         “Bullshit,” Naya said, surprising herself. Cursing didn’t exactly come natural to her, 
so she just didn’t do it that much. 
         Nico stood up from his crouch. His body looked stiff or sore all of a sudden. He’d 
seemed loose enough earlier. 
         Naya shook her head, “You don’t wanna tell me, fine. But don’t act like Dad is some 
sort of saint.” 
Again, she had missed her brother, truly, but he just couldn’t go two minutes without 
dodging her or defending their dad. Naya was well aware that she’d just skated by all his 
invasive relationship questions, but that was totally different. 
         This was about understanding why the only person in her family who made her feel at 
home in her own body had been forced out years ago. This was about how she’d only now 
realized that she should have been angry when her dad said two weeks, as if he were some 







 The next morning, Granny Mabel wasted no time. Just past sunrise, she woke Naya 
with a glass of water and a banana, speaking loudly about how life waits for no one and they 
should beat the heat. Her irritation at her brother forgotten from last night, Naya gulped the 
water, had half the banana, and followed her grandmother out to the garden.  
 Even distracted by Nico’s arrival and hanging out, the weird flower-spice situation 
back in Dante’s room kept Naya up thinking in circles last night. What did Granny Mabel 
think she would accomplish? What the heck was that story supposed to do and what language 
was the chant in? Most importantly, how long would it take to work?  
She was too nervous or afraid to ask these questions while they bought seeds in the 
Trader Joe’s; the store was busy, and Granny Mabel seemed tired.  
 But now, she had plenty of time to get some answers.  
 Granny had already gotten a trowel, the water can, and another random five-gallon 
bucket from the garage for Naya to use as a seat.  
 “So we have zucchini squash, green bean, garlic.” She pointed to the three spots she’d 
marked with little planks of wood to her right. “These grow well together. This what you call 
companion-gardening. Everyone has their space and a role to play like I was telling you 
earlier. You put the garlic in between and around, but not too much. And over here,” Granny 
Mabel turned toward Naya and said, “you put the tomatoes, onions, dill, or chamomile.” 
They’d gotten a fresh basil plant, mint, lavender and a slew of other herbs Granny Mabel said 
would be helpful to have around.  
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 Naya nodded along. She felt like she should be writing all this down, so she went 
back inside and grabbed a plain black notebook that she was nearly finished with. A lot of it 
contained her drawings of buildings and a particularly elongated style of humans and animals 
that she’d been experimenting with.  
 She helped Granny Mabel make several mid-size holes in the ground with the trowel, 
and when she grew tired of that tool, she used her hands. The ground had been drying out for 
years, so they’d picked up some potting soil. Naya knew what composting was and figured 
Granny Mabel would factor that in to help. The soft dirt felt good in her hands, under her 
nails, with the sun warming the back of her neck. Soon, she shrugged out of a long-sleeved 
flannel she’d worn to keep the morning chill off her arms.  
 “Granny,” Naya said, wiping sweat from her brow, “what did you do to Dante 
yesterday?” Such a bold question for her. There were a million other—better—ways to ask 
probably, but this was the one her brain decided to go with.  
 “I called him, his spirit anyway, with my own. I didn’t do nothing to him.” 
 “What do you mean called his spirit?” 
 Granny Mabel shook her head. “He ain’t dead right? His spirit still in there I assume. 
You can’t be sure, because you don’t sense a spirit, you sense power. So I told him dinner’s 
ready.”  
 Sometimes her grandmother said the wildest stuff. She got the gist though. Naya 
clutched dirt in her hands, sprinkled it over a tomato seed she’d just dropped in her section. 
She patted it down a little bit, frowning. “So his spirit is in his body?”  
 “Should be, otherwise he’d be in real bad shape,” she said. 
 “How did you do that? Call his spirit?” 
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 Granny Mabel looked up at her then, training her full stare on Naya’s face. The look 
she gave was pretty intimidating. It had been so long since Naya saw her, she forgot about 
the strict rules and babysitting version of her.  
 “This spirit stuff is serious. All of it. It’s something I can teach you, if you are willing 
to learn.”  
 Naya considered for a moment. This must be what everyone was upset about before. 
And she thought it was wrapped up in why they left New Foundations, too. She didn’t 
remember much about that though, only that she could stay in bed drawing on Sunday 
morning for however long she wanted to. But Granny Mabel left them right after that. This 
had something to do it, or was maybe even the whole reason. She just remembered her Dad 
didn’t like something and they never went back. Willing to learn what exactly?  
 She sensed her grandmother trying to figure something out, trying to decide maybe if 
Naya was ready. That clarified things for her. “I am.” 
 Granny Mabel grinned at her. “That’s my baby girl!”  
 They took up planting the seeds again as Granny Mabel talked and Naya listened. 
Granny Mabel pointed to the ground, “Everything that goes into the earth, comes back out in 
some way. Remember that. Everything changes. Things move. You gotta be willing to take 
that and turn it around, see how what you can do with it. What we doing here requires 
patience, specificity. It’s the perfect mix between cooking, and baking.” 
 “What I did with my spirit is different, and you don’t want to mess with that yet. It’s 
big magic, manifesting spirit without borrowing the power from something else. But when 
you borrow, you have to remember to put it back.” 
 “What’s it called? Using the earth.” 
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 “Borrowing. You don’t use or own nothing,” she wagged her finger. “It goes by a lot 
of names, like that story does. Some call it roots or rootwork. Some call it witching. Some 
call it names I can’t pronounce.”  
 Naya nodded, excited, and more than a little disbelieving still. It had to be close to 
lunchtime by now. She should have had the other half of that banana. This was hard work, 
digging around in the dirt. While she listened, she thought about Harry Potter and other stuff 
where magic was real. For some reason, she pulled away when that word crossed her mind 
and wanted to ask something else. “Granny do you believe in God?”  
 “Of course I do child.” 
 “Then how do you do all this stuff? Isn’t this…I don’t know…not Christian-like?”  
 Granny Mabel sighed, huffed more like, and rolled her eyes. She tossed the trowel 
down and wiped the sweat off her forehead and put her hands on her knees before she 
explained. “It ain’t bad, what I can do. Lots of people have done it, still doing it, and gone be 
doing it when I die. So don’t believe no nonsense about evil. The earth ain’t evil. People 
are.”  
 “Is this why you had to go away?”  
 Granny Mabel handed Naya the last of the garlic shoots, then rubbed the chunks of 
soil off her palms. “It was just bad timing baby, that’s all. Your dad was…upset and 
confused about a lot of things back then.”  
 “Like what?”  
 Granny Mabel looked like she didn’t want to get into it and Naya almost said 
nevermind, but then, “Crisis of faith I guess. Couldn’t trust me on that one, and I couldn’t 
show him the truth.” 
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 “He never listens,” Naya said, feeling almost like she was part of a real adult 
conversation.  
 “Mmhmm. Didn’t listen to me. Zeke neither. I suppose, him and your mom thought 
they knew everything about everything. Stubborn. But that was a long time ago now.”  
 “Who is Zeke?” She raised her eyebrows at Granny Mabel, who barked a laugh.  
 “Oh no, uh-uh, he is not the one. Just an old friend.”  
 Naya thought she could see her granny’s cheeks pinken regardless. “A magic friend?”  
 “Yes. It was a bunch of us back then, we were all together, all the time at Etta’s 
shop.” Her eyes sparkled with memories, with what Naya knew to be juicy stories of her 
favorite person doing all this cool stuff. Just as quickly, Granny Mabel frowned.  
 “What is it, Granny?” 
  She gave Naya a tender look and said, “When you get to be my age, you realize some 
things about people you can’t change. And you can’t stay with them.”  
 “Is that what happened to you and Grandpa?” No one ever talked about him; it was 
like he didn’t exist. Dad’s parents didn’t live long enough for Naya to know them beyond old 
yellowing photos. But now Granny seemed like she was done talking.  
 “I definitely couldn’t change him. You can’t change a man, girl. Don’t even try it.”   
 Naya wanted to ask more questions, but it was like information overload at this point. 
Vegetable powers, a magic posse, and her long lost grandpa that her mom only ever said was 
‘a real bastard’? It was too much.  
 “One thing I can say about your dad though,” she said switching back, “That man has 
never, not once, made me question his love for my baby girl. And I guess he must have done 
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something right to give me you and your brother.” She smiled and let out a breath, her gaze 
drifting off toward the house. It was time to go inside.   
Naya started gathering their stuff.  
“We need some chicken wire for a fence. Don’t want our bounty to get all eaten up.”  
 Naya’s stomach gurgled in response so loud Granny Mabel laughed at her. “Well it’s 
settled then. Lunch break.”  
 Over leftover pork and pear, Naya asked Granny Mabel if this was basically 
Voodoo—she’d remembered the word then—and the old woman rolled her eyes so hard, 
Naya thought she was maybe stroking out. Granny Mabel explained all about the Haitian 
revolution and which tribes ended up there under Spanish rule, ergo Catholicism instead of 
Christianity, and Hoodoo, and that they didn’t need none of that except to go on doing what 
they do. She said something about Jamaica and how Ashanti is a people, not just a singer. 
But Naya was careful not to ask too many more questions about her leaving or the church or 
God, since her grandmother didn’t bring it up. But now she was curious, and if she was being 
honest, a little confused about the whole thing.  
# 
After lunch, Granny and Naya went to their respective rooms. Nico hadn’t emerged 
yet and she didn’t feel like bothering him. He’d stayed up longer playing video games in the 
den, so it wouldn’t have surprised her if he was still snoring.  
Sitting on her bed looking at her phone made her miss Dante all over again. The talk 
with her granny and the hard work in the hot sun had allowed her to temporarily forget the 
heavy lump in her chest for just long enough. But it was still there.  
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She made the annoying mistake of going on his Facebook page. Seeing everyone’s 
posts and messages on his wall only cut deeper. There were thoughtful ones from some of the 
eighth graders who’d gone to high school this year with Dante, and the same types from 
those who’d gone to Southeast High instead. A few names she recognized from him talking 
about crushes and random people, and the rest were from Q-Town. Ms. London even made 
one. Man, his notifications might literally blow up his phone. If he checked them. No, she 
couldn’t think like that, her granny’s spell (spell? whatever) had to have reached his spirit. 
And he would come back.  
She went to her contacts, scrolled down, and made a split-second decision to call Ms. 
London. The phone rang a few times. Naya wanted to hang up after every ring, but she 
didn’t.  
“Hello, this is Joann.” Ms. London sounded fuzzy and tired, like she’d just woken up. 
Naya froze, suddenly nervous.  
 “Naya?” Ms. London asked. “You there?” 
 “Sorry, uh, I just was calling because of Dante. I mean he’s not awake or anything.” 
Naya didn’t want her to get the wrong impression. She stumbled into, “I saw your post on 
Facebook and thought that was really nice.”  
 “Oh, good.” The twinkle Naya remembered in her voice came back, “You know I 
don’t really use that thing. So what’s going on?”  
 There had to be a reason. Ms. London was a busy woman, especially with everything 
going on at Q-Town. She was probably at this very moment trying to make sure no one got 
put in jail unfairly or something. Naya needed to get to the point. “Is there anything I can, 
like, do? To help out? I mean, I should probably cool it about Q-Town so I don’t make my 
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parents mad. So I don’t know what I could do, but you always need people to help you with 
stuff. I could help.”  
 “Oh, sweetheart,” she said with that same tired tone again. “It’s over. At this point, 
I’m just trying to make sure these kids are as safe as possible, that none of them slip through 
the cracks. We’ve already had to move the last of our things out.”  
 Naya didn’t know what to say to that, but her chest hurt like someone had sat on it. 
She could feel her hope sinking down through her legs, the bed, to the first floor of her 
house. How could this amazing woman be saying these things? 
 She remembered the weeks leading up to this as a time when she didn’t really believe 
they were going to get shut down. Dante had been all worried. Jersey had seemed constantly 
on edge about it too. She maybe was the only one not taking it seriously. “Okay. I just 
thought…you know it’s all so fast. Just last month we were in there.”  
 “I know, I know. I’m so sorry. I wish I could have done more.” Naya could see Ms. 
London shaking her head, and felt annoyed with herself. She should have done more herself.  
 “What about if we went right to New Foundations itself. You know, I used to go 
there? I could maybe meet with the Pastor?” As soon as she said it, the whole protest flashed 
back to her, startling and chaotic.  
 Ms. London responded with a sharp, “No. He’s weird. You shouldn’t get involved 
with these people Naya. It’s not for you.”  
 Her heart was beating hard again, like she was back there in the streets. “Weird how? 
Why not?”  
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 Now Ms. London got quiet. “I don’t know. Just been hearing some stuff about people 
getting sick, falling out, but not in the usual church way. I just don’t want you to get hurt. 
Trust me. They’re heartless over there. Promise me?”  





Even though four miles one-handed on her bike seemed like a lot farther than she was 
willing to go round trip in a sling, going to investigate Granny Mabel’s past seemed the thing 
to do. Her dad had gone and gotten her bike back from downtown before it could get stolen 
or confiscated. And both her parents were out for the day, so…she was pretty sure Granny 
Mabel wouldn’t rat her out. Especially if she left her bedroom door sign to ‘it’s my art day, 
do not disturb’.  
When Granny used to live with them, they had family meetings about how to talk to 
each other, how to behave in public, and other stuff that Naya thought was a really long way 
to lay down the rules. During one of these meetings, they’d instituted hanging white boards 
on the front of their doors and writing status updates on them. Things like: ‘I’m watching my 
soaps come back at 4’ or ‘Nico Nap Time’ or a confusing image that was supposed to be 
Naya drawing. This was really useful since Naya and Nico shared a room, and had started to 
fight a lot more. And amazingly, none of the adults broke this rule, unless they thought it was 
an emergency.  
So when Naya went downstairs and saw Granny in the garden, she felt a pang of 
guilt, but then realized there wasn’t going to be a better time than now to go. And she could 
probably get back during Granny’s afternoon soaps when she’d most likely be sleeping. The 
only thing was… 
Nico stood in front of the garage door in the kitchen, in full view of the sliding glass 
door where Granny could easily see them if she were to look up. Please don’t look up and 
decide to ask questions. “You look like you’re going somewhere,” he said.  
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“Not with you in the way.” She wanted it to sound funny, like a joke, so he would 
move quick, but it came out mean.  
“Where?” Now he had reason to question her, great. 
“Nowhere important. Just need to get out of the house.” Even she realized how bad 
that was and backtracked. “Fine, okay, I’m going to this place Granny told me about 
yesterday that she used to hang out at. You wouldn’t be interested.”  
Nico shrugged and opened the fridge. “Whatever. Thought we were hanging today 
though.” He rummaged around and pulled out sandwich parts. 
“We will when I get back. Promise. Whatever you wanna do.” She shouldn’t have 
said that either, ugh. He was probably going to choose something dumb. “Now can I go? And 
our pact still stands, right?” 
Naya was talking about two years ago when they promised each other they wouldn’t 
tattle, unless it was something really, super bad. She had to make sure, the past school year 
had been relatively quiet for the both of them and this was definitely the first time she dared 
leave the house without telling an adult. Well, ok, second time.  
“Yeah, yeah,” Nico said, waving her out.  
“See you later,” she said, casting a backwards glance out the sliding door just in case. 
Granny Mabel’s body was turned her way, but Naya couldn’t tell if her line of sight was 
toward the ground or the house.  
# 
 After several near faceplants onto the concrete, Naya parked downtown in the arts 
district. There were plenty of spots to lock your bike to a singular metal semi-circle in the 
ground on the pedestrian walkway. Hipsters and healthy-eating types were really making the 
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place more bike-friendly. The town seemed to be pushing itself beyond just another 
California college town. Naya remembered when she was a kid, she just had to lock her bike 
to the nearest pole or tree and hope it didn’t disappear by the time she got back.  
 The place was around the corner and two blocks away from Q-Town and New 
Foundations. Now that she had a reason to truly examine it, she remembered walking by a 
bunch, thinking that’s where all the weirdos of Riverside must hang out. She’d never been 
inside until now.  
 The name above the door read “Etta’s Emporium” in a swooping, swirling cursive 
font, and it presented itself as an occult-themed gift shop for the eccentric or the tourist 
during the annual Festival of Lights winter celebration. From what she could see through the 
pale pink curtains that framed the windows were some tables with knick-knacks, jewelry 
stands, a scarf rack, and more people looking around in there than Naya would have guessed. 
She couldn’t blame them for trying to escape this heat, though. She knew as soon as she went 
in, the air-conditioner would chill the sweat and make her feel clammy and gross.  
 The bell hanging from the door made a tinny sound as she stepped inside. When no 
one turned around to question her presence—as if they knew she were sneaking out—she 
relaxed a bit and moved fully into the store, determined to see what she could see.  
On the wall to Naya’s left, an area advertised teas, herbal remedies, and spice mixes. 
Behind it were shelves lined with mason jars full of strangely bright or disturbingly off-
colored liquids, jellies, various powders, and an assortment of floating objects in what Naya 
could only guess were preservation fluids. Underneath this were displays of jewels and 
amulets advertising things like “good luck for the wearer” and “attracts wealth”. Naya shook 
her head at these items. She suspected now that those didn’t really work, unless they had 
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someone do something to them. Naya surprised herself at what she seemed to ‘know’ about 
all this stuff just from random movies she had seen as a kid. Granny Mabel probably knew 
whether there was any truth to those myths or not. 
The main attraction was farther in the back elevated by a half-step: a crystal ball and 
multiple decks of elaborately illustrated tarot cards adorned a circular wooden table 
surrounded by high backed chairs. She wasn’t quite sure what she wanted to look at first, so 
she chose jewelry, halfway in, and as she got closer to an old desk remade as a jewelry stand, 
she recognized a tall, thin, braided—Jersey! What were they doing here?! 
Jersey held a necklace with a pretty milky pink stone in one hand and a pair of 
earrings in the other, holding both trinkets up to the lighting.  
“Jersey?”  
When they saw Naya they dropped the pair of earrings and immediately became 
preoccupied with rifling through the pile of the pull-out drawer, “Shit. Hey, what’s up, what 
are you doing here?” 
 She was supposed to be asking that question. And what was she supposed to say to 
that: oh nothing just came to confirm my Granny’s story about being part of some coven 
back when she was young. Yeah, right. So she said, “Wandering around. Seeing if Q-Town 
was really empty already.”  
 A shadow passed over Jersey’s face. She paused in her search. “Yeah, already.”  
 “This sucks,” Naya said, fiddling around with some gaudy piece.  




 “Still. I knew Dante and you would be there and…and I like hanging out there with 
you. Both of you.” She’s said too much. Out loud, to herself, realizing even as she said it, 
that it was a truth she wasn’t aware of until this very moment.  
  Jersey nodded but didn’t look up. “Yeah, me too.”  
 “Who are these for?” Naya asked. 
 “Dante.” Neither of them spoke for a minute. The ‘if’ was clear enough. Then, from 
this angle Naya saw a cut-out corner of the store, like a breakfast nook where a bunch of 
plants hung from the ceiling, or were growing in large pots atop a farm table. An interesting-
looking bonsai tree caught her eye. “Whoa, cool.”    
“Ugh fine. Necklace it is then.” Jersey swatted the pile of earrings. They turned their 
head. “What’s cool?”  
“That,” Naya said, walking toward it. “How cute! It’s like one of those trees down 
Main. The big purple ones that make the street all sticky.”  
Jersey smiled. “Pretty.”  
“That’s a jacaranda tree, planted from cuttings,” someone said behind them. “Some 
people say if you soak the petals and a thin branch sliced in half in olive oil and paprika, your 
dreams will be blessed and protected.” 
Everything about this woman’s voice made Naya think of Granny Mabel. The tone, 
the resonance—the inherent invitation to ask questions. Each word reminded her of how 
Granny Mabel had been in the garden yesterday. If Granny Mabel wore an outfit that 
screamed “Yes I’m a witch, fight me about it,” this would be it—long skirt, thick-heeled 
boots even in July, a smattering of jewels, and a great mass of curls like a halo—this had to 
be Etta.  
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“Um, thank you. I don’t know that much about this stuff.” 
“Oh come now, you in Etta’s, ain’t you? You probably know more than you give 
yourself credit for.” She smiled and Naya instantly trusted her. It was in the way she moved, 
the way she reminded Naya of Granny Mabel’s welcoming sensibility.  
“Well, maybe.” She side-eyed Jersey, who arched an eyebrow.  
“Good,” the woman nodded. “There’s some bad vibes out there right now. People 
messing with stuff way over their heads. We need everyone on board.”  
“We?” Naya asked, intrigued, wondering less about what these people were needed 
on board for. Were there more people like this woman, like her granny? 
“I’m not one to name-drop, but there are some very powerful spiritual lines in my 
circle of friends. Some going back hundreds of years all the way back to Nigeria, Ethiopia, 
Benin. Before colonization, before the U.S. was even thought about.” Etta waved her hand 
dismissively. 
Naya’s eyes widened. She’d never really heard any other black person talk this way 
about Africa before, like with specific countries. Her parents didn’t know anything, if she 
had to admit it. Or didn’t talk about it. They seemed like they didn’t care to either, but she’d 
always been interested and at least made sure she memorized the countries and their names 
so she wouldn’t look like an idiot.  
“Really?” She couldn’t help herself. So much for figuring out the truth. This woman 
had her hooks in, and Naya was fully aware that she was probably about to spend a good 
chunk of her saved up allowance on whatever this lady suggested she buy.  
The woman winked at her. “You can call me Etta.”  
“I’m Naya.”  
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Certainly not oblivious to this growing connection between Naya and Etta, but maybe 
feeling left out, Jersey asked, “How much for this? The price tag fell off.”  
“That’s twenty two dollars.” Before Jersey could break the eye contact, Etta 
continued, “But we have a badly advertised sale going on today. Half off things missing price 
tags due to employee mistakes.” She smiled and rolled her eyes playfully in the direction of a 
the counter girl ringing someone up and balancing a phone in the crook of her neck 
“In that case, I’ll take it.” Jersey said in the least aggressive voice Naya had ever 
heard them use.  
There was something safe about this place. Almost felt as good as Q-Town. Etta had 
a SafeSpace sticker on the door and a rainbow flag almost like a tapestry behind the counter. 
The thought of it again made Naya a little sad. But as she followed Jersey and Etta to the 
counter a few paces away, some of the items seemed to glow at her, calling to her to stay 
near. The little tree, she felt she could stare at forever. This corner of plants radiated a form 
of acceptance and support that she didn’t dare doubt.  
A rude, or rushed, person paid perfunctorily and left, ignoring Etta’s attempts at 
conversation. Then Jersey took out a wallet attached to a chain in her jeans and paid with a 
twenty dollar bill.  
“Tarot reading again?”  Etta asked Jersey.  
“Uh no, no, I don’t need—”  
“Nonsense. On the house. You seem more troubled today. Your friend can come if 
you want and get one too.” 
Naya smiled and nodded enthusiastically. She’d never had much of a chance to mess 
with Jersey. The opportunities simply never presented themselves. Jersey was too careful for 
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that. Usually. But they had been in here before! Knew Etta! Let the woman read her future! 
There was no way Naya was letting them out of this. Not to mention she was so curious she 
thought she’d die from it.  
Etta told the counter girl that she could break in fifteen more minutes, and then led 
Jersey and Naya past the counter, behind a white curtain, and into a small sitting room with 
one table and four chairs. Etta sat facing the curtain while Naya and Jersey sat with their 
backs to it and the rest of the shop. The walls of the room were filled with photos of Etta 
spanning several years; most of them in the shop and some outside during grand openings 
and downtown events. One of the photos looked familiar. Etta’s arm was around Granny 
Mabel! They looked happy.  
 “First reading then?” Etta could tell she was nervous.  
 “Yes. I’ve never done anything like this before.” 
“No better time than the present right?”  
Naya took a deep breath. If she let Jersey in here, now, they’d see how much of a 
weirdo she was afraid she might be by proxy. Oh well, she had told Granny Mabel that she 
was willing to learn, that she was ready. She had heard of the basics when everyone started 
getting obsessed with their signs and stuff a year ago. “I can just think my question right?” 
Naya asked.  
“Close your eyes. Imagine all this gone. Open yourself to the broad questions. It’s 
just you and whatever pulls you.”  
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How cryptic, Naya thought as her lids slid shut. She didn’t know what was pulling 
her. Could be her Granny’s firm sense of belief that had stirred her own, or it could be simple 
amusement, going along. She could handle that last one, but deep down, she recognized a 
sort of hope she’d never experienced before. She hoped this was for real. 
“Are you ready to know the truth?” Etta asked.   
Naya nodded. She couldn’t help but think of Dante. He’d filled most of the space in 
her mind since the protest, and so had Q-Town. But then all of a sudden Granny Mabel was 
back, and she’d given Naya something much more slippery to wrestle with—the workings of 
the universe. And for a moment, Naya let in what she’d seen that morning with Pastor Allen. 
She didn’t shy away. She let in the bright, dark tangle of the plant, the life of it, growing into 
or out of him. There was no way she’d imagined it. Someone had tried to curse him with 
their power, but who? 
The flick of the cards made her open her eyes. Before her Etta laid out a three-card 
spread one at a time. “Oh,” Etta said, putting her hand over her heart. “Oh you could—”  
“What’s that mean? You. I could what?” Naya asked.  
“Damn,” Jersey said under their breath. “Fate having a good time with you, huh.” 
“It’s not all bad,” Etta said, cutting a look at Jersey, who leaned closer to Naya and 
the table to look. “This is your past. What already happened. What shapes you,” Etta pointed 
to her far left. “This is the present, the grip of whatever you’re asking. And this,” she moved 
her hand to the right, “is the future, or what might be. Potential.”  
“These all seem really…dark.” Naya saw a man upside down, a burning building, and 
then what was unmistakably, death. Not exactly promising for her understanding of the 
universe or what she was supposed to do about Q-Town—if it could be saved at all.  
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“They can mean literal death darkness, but here, from my left to right, there is more 
than meets the eye.”  
Naya was getting tired of this vague language. Was this part of why Granny Mabel 
had suddenly returned, why she was trying to teach Naya about this stuff?  
Luckily, Etta went on without prompting. “These are heavy duty power cards, all tied 
up in fate. Here, Death is in your past and represents an ending. Someone left some way. A 
door was closed, but another door was opened. It could be a restart. Now in the present, and 
this may be hard to hear, but, something’s gone wrong, or is about to go wrong. In the end, 
something will be urging you to let go, to give up your hold on something. This can be you 
or something outside of you.”  
Naya sat with those words in a sort of awe. It was all true. Her Granny leaving, 
Dante’s situation, Q-Town. How could some cards know all this stuff? And what was she 
supposed to be letting go of, exactly?   
She asked that last one directly, even though she knew Etta didn’t have the answer. 
Etta shook her head. “Only you will know that when the time comes.” She paused and then 
said to Jersey, “Shall we?”  
“Can’t be worse than that right?” Jersey obviously meant this as a joke, but Naya 
couldn’t laugh, seeing as how it all made perfect sense, except for the ending. Oh, and of 
course that she was even more confused about everything.  
Etta swept the cards up and started shuffling again. This took longer with Jersey and 
Etta said something about tuning the cards. Jersey also closed their eyes to focus, and took a 
longer time to open them then Naya did, like they didn’t want to see what Etta had laid out.  
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Jersey frowned too, so Naya at least didn’t feel alone in this. She couldn’t wait to ask 
Jersey why she’d been here before, why she was spending money on this junk. Unless it 
wasn’t junk.  
“You have been here before. This decision is familiar as well as the state of your 
subconscious. Your instinct has been right before, but now you must make another decision, 
a harder one. In the future, you will be relieved if you’ve made the right one, whatever that 
is.”  
 “Ugh, seriously?” Jersey groaned. “That’s all you got?”  
 Etta spread her palms face up in a sweeping gesture. “For this question on this day, 
that is all.”  
 Time to go. Naya couldn’t sit and wonder anymore. This Etta woman had known her 
Granny, had been friends with her, but something had gone wrong, but Naya couldn’t even 
guess what it was. She liked Etta, regardless of her and the cards telling her about all the bad 
stuff that had happened in her life so far, and how she was supposed to just get over it. Let it 
go. Right.  
 She got up first, said thank you, and left the room, making herself not look at the 
photo again. Jersey followed while Etta took her time. Naya got distracted by the purple tree 
again, and the strange feeling of the plants and the things on the shelf reaching for her.  
 “Naya?” Etta called out. When Naya turned back, Jersey already to the door, Etta 




 So helpful. Naya nodded at her, waved, and followed Jersey out into the heat. She 
was sure Jersey would just keep going without saying anything, but Jersey, more surprising 
than Naya kept giving them credit for, stopped once outside and whirled around. “You 
believe in this stuff don’t you?”  
 Naya hesitated but then decided on the truth. “My Granny told me so much the fast 
few days. It’s hard to not believe. I mean, she’s older than dust and…and what she did in 
Dante’s room seemed, I don’t know, like she knew, you know.” Before Jersey could respond, 
Naya fired back, “You’ve been here before. That’s why you weren’t freaked out, huh? You 
believe too.” This last had the tiniest uptick, the hint of a question.  
 “Everyone believes something.”  
They were a bit defensive and Naya could tell they didn’t want anyone to know this 
about them. Rather than grill them about what they asked, in a moment of clarity and 
sympathy, Naya grabbed their hand. “Everyone needs something to believe.” 
Jersey squinted at Naya. “That’s what I just said.” Then they looked down at their 
hand, but didn’t pull away immediately. 
Naya’s breath came short. They didn’t pull away. They’re hand was so soft. They 
weren’t calling her a lunatic for believing in the occult, or for being upset about getting her 
future read—as if she believed cards could tell her fate—which meant that she definitely had 







 The weekend came and went, and earlier in the summer, there had been talk of going 
to Disneyland or Knotts Berry Farm since Nico was back and the kids hadn’t been since they 
were little. In reality, Naya’s parents were both too exhausted to commit to that on this 
particular weekend. There were a few small fires in the San Gabriel Mountains that her dad 
worked on the past couple weeks, but he could get called up at any minute if something re-
caught there, or if another one broke out somewhere else.  
So he played ball with Nico and heckled Naya about her drawing—saying he hadn’t 
seen anything new since June, and where was the comic she promised about her old man 
fighting off “The Fire Demon”. Mom slept a lot more than usual, watched her movies, and 
went out with Sheila now that Granny Mabel was staying with them. Almost like old times.  
 Except in the mornings, Naya and Granny Mabel went out to the garden after sharing 
breakfast, much earlier than strictly necessary, in order to continue Naya’s training. Or what 
she thought of as training anyway. It was starting to feel like she was in summer school—not 
what she’d signed up for.  
 Thankful for the internet, she was able to match some of the things her granny told 
her about to actual plants and herbs, but there were some things that were lost in the 
collective memory. The way Granny Mabel put it: I’d know it if I saw it. Some things 
Granny Mabel told her about sounded like they were made up—jimmieroot, hangman’s nail, 
bloodworm. Those things she couldn’t grow here, but she could have them shipped. The 
materials wouldn’t be as strong though, she’d said, since the person borrowing their power 
didn’t cultivate it themselves.  
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 Today though—now that her parents both got called in for a Monday morning shift, 
and Nico had stayed over at a friend’s house—Granny Mabel decided it was time for Naya to 
actually try something.  
 When her grandmother announced that and headed into the house, Naya didn’t know 
whether to feel excited or silly, like she was about to brew a potion that might give someone 
bad luck, or one that might make a person fall in love. Her thoughts drifted immediately to 
Jersey before she yanked them back and wrestled them into something that made her less 
breathy. It was way too early for that sort of talk, and anyway, she was positive neither her, 
nor Jersey, even knew what love meant. She wanted Jersey to be her friend first.  
 In the kitchen, Granny got out one of mom’s deep stock pots, the good one she used 
for gumbo during the holidays. This made Naya nervous but Granny waved that off. “She’ll 
never notice. When the last time she make anything I taught her anyway?” Fair, her mother 
hadn’t had much time to cook, and she claimed to only have specialties she made for them as 
kids.  
Granny brought the Rumex Crispus root they’d picked and cleaned on that first day 
and its leaves out of her room, along with a medium-sized, ancient-looking chest that looked 
way too heavy for her to carry.  
 “What do you mean make something real Granny?” Naya asked this as she tried to 
peek into the chest as Granny Mabel reached in, but she didn’t see anything obviously wow-
material. 
 “Something that works, that finds your target and snatches ‘em up real good,” she 
said as she made a fist to emphasize. “Most of what I do is defensive. This ain’t assassin 
school you hear?” 
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 This was kind of a letdown, if Naya was being honest, something she’d been forced 
to do a lot more often recently. She wanted to learn some cool, and possibly dangerous, 
witchy plant stuff. That’s what she thought her granny was going to show her how to do. But 
this realization sank her like quicksand. What was the point? How would this help Dante? Or 
Q-Town, if she couldn’t throw around magic balls of organic matter wrapped in mysterious 
powers of belief? Was this, all of this, some elaborate scheme the adults had concocted to 
distract her from the fact that her best friend might never wake up?  
 Granny Mabel noticed Naya’s dark descent and stopped right away. “Hey, we don’t 
gotta do this, any of it, if you don’t want to.” Her voice was soft, soothing, without a trace of 
humor. When Naya didn’t respond for a minute, she continued, “This is your choice baby, 
but you can’t be half-in, half-out. You have something really special going on…if you want 
it.”  
 Naya didn’t feel special, and wasn’t sure she wanted to. Now that her mind had 
shifted to Dante, laying on his back with his chapped lips looking like a ghost in a machine, 
she simply, and desperately wanted everything to go back to the way it was. Dante telling her 
to go to art school and put him in a comic. Dante making sure he hung out with her this past 
year, inviting her to Q-Town. Dante and her and Jersey goofing off at Q-Town, at Java Café, 
on their bikes riding toward the freedom of a summer afternoon.  
 “What do you mean special?” Despite her doubts and disappointments, she also 
wanted to spend this time with her grandmother, even if that meant kicking her belief up a 
notch and accepting the impossible. For now, like a trial, and after, another week, when 
Granny Mabel’s trial stay was up, she could just leave it alone if she wanted. No harm in 
that.  
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 Granny Mabel smiled. “I mean spirit. I mean power. When I first learned about mine, 
through my mother, I didn’t believe it neither.” She held up a hand to silence Naya’s 
protestations.  
“I knew what she told me about our backyard, and growing up with less than nothing, 
and then her folks before her with nothing before someone made the trip all the way out here 
to California. But some things follow you no matter where you go. Now, I know you got 
something because I can just about see it with my own eyeballs.”  
 “You mean like an aura?”  
 “Something like that. After that first awakening, you might be able to see other 
people like you.”  
 Wow. Like x-ray vision, like the Spidey sense. “How will I know?”  
 Granny Mabel shrugged, “You just will. First, the protection spell.”  
Mabel poured olive oil into the pot and turned the fire down low. She waited until it 
popped and then threw in the Crispus roots, whole. The leaves she left out on the counter.  
 “Now, what you’ll do is crush those leaves with your hands when I tell you, and let 
them escape through your fingers like sand. But the roots have to heat all the way through 
first.”  
Naya didn’t want to be annoying asking why after every single direction, but this one 
seemed necessary. “Why in that order?” Not why olive oil. She could guess at that later.  
“The root is the foundation, your core. The leaves (you can use a different leaf 
depending on the affects you want) close the gaps. The space between your fingers where 
something could slip through gets closed as they fall into the hot oil and root mix.” 
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“Oh whoa, ok. So that’s like a suit of armor?”  
“Yes, exactly!” Granny Mabel elbowed her in left arm and Naya winced. “Oops my 
bad.”  
“It’s ok, this wasn’t as bad as the ankle after gymnastics.” She’d tried to do that for a 
couple years, but in the end the ankle was her undoing. Good thing kids heal fast, Naya 
thought. This sling was getting real annoying.  
After the roots heated through, Naya put the leaves in just as Granny Mabel 
instructed.  
And she felt something unexplainable, invisible to her eye. Something that felt like a 
spiderweb formed around her skin. Gross, but it would be worse if she were afraid of spiders. 
She gasped, and tried to reach out and touch it with her fingers, but she couldn’t really feel 
anything. It reminded her of wearing a onesie. “Um, Granny?”  
“You feel that! This is….I knew it was going to be you. From the moment your head 
popped out—” 
“OH-kay, that’s good, you can stop right there,” Naya said.  
Granny Mabel chuckled and bounced up and down in excitement. “Alright, alright. 
But you see? Not everyone can feel that. Not everyone can connect with their spirit.”  
“What do we do next?” Naya beamed. She actually did something for real and it 
worked!  
“Turn the fire down, add two drops of this confining oil. This is real potent so you 
don’t want to overdo it. It’ll grip too tight and we don’t want that.”  
It took Naya nearly a full minute to do this without her hand shaking. Granny said if 
she was always this careful she’d be alright. “I don’t feel anything,” Naya said. 
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“Some parts you don’t feel until you get better at it, but some you don’t feel nothing.” 
Naya nodded, so Granny Mabel said, “Then you turn the fire back up a bit and let it cook 
down until everything sort of clumps together. Don’t stick any metal in it, you’ll ruin it. Just 
look and you’ll know when it’s come together. You’ll feel it on you.”  
Naya felt confident, now that she had really, for the first time, understood what some 
of these new sensations meant. It was exciting on a whole new level, being able to point to 
something outside her and think, that’s what it is, that’s why I feel this way.  
“Will it be done before people come back?” 
“Should be.” 
That seemed too vague for Naya’s liking. She turned the fire up just a little.  
“Yeah, good idea. I won’t be here to hold your hand all the way through. You gotta 
make some decisions by yourself.”  
Naya wondered what that meant, if Granny Mabel was talking about her dying—
which Naya absolutely didn’t want to think about at all ever—or something about the magic. 
Jersey’s tarot was all about decisions, she remembered. Hers was more about…non-
decisions? It wasn’t exactly clear, but she knew by now that these kind of things weren’t as 
easy as A through D on a multiple choice, but more like A through E, none-of or all-of the 
above and the right answer was certainly all-of-the-above and you have to find the invisible 
ink map on the back page. 
She didn’t want to tell Granny Mabel about seeing the shop where she used to do her 




Her phone buzzed on the island counter where she’d left it. She looked at Granny 
Mabel to make sure she could leave the pot. “You’ll feel it,” she repeated as she headed to 
her room with the chest.  
wanna meet me at Etta’s later?  
Jersey wanted to be her friend too, like for real actual friends. They were inviting her 
to hang out with their occult obsession even though they might be embarrassed about it. Naya 
thought that was ironic. This was serious business if she wanted to cement this trio before the 
fall, and Naya couldn’t mess it up.  
Yes! I’ll ask my granny to drop me off soon. Gotta be back home before 5 (still can’t 
hang out technically) #rulebreaker 
cool, see you soon #youcriminalyou 
There was a winking gif attached which could mean anything. No it couldn’t. But 
maybe it was flirting? Friend flirting? Should she send one back or would that kill the 
moment?  
Before she could really decide, or tell herself not to overthink it, a huge black curtain 
came out of nowhere and dropped down on her head. She cut off a yell when she realized it 
must be the protection spell. Naya wriggled through it like a turtleneck and felt the weight of 
it like a heavy coat settle around her shoulders.  
She spun around, cut the fire off, and moved the pot to a different eye of the stove. 
“You alright?” Granny Mabel trundled down the hallway. 
“Yeah, oh my God! It worked! There’s…something on me!” Naya spun around like 
she was wearing a dress, but the spell didn’t fan out and then fall on her back or legs like a 
dress or coat would.   
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“Ha, yes, your Granny ain’t lost it! And moving it off the heat, that’s good. If you let 
it keep going, you might die.” She said this last part nonchalantly and Naya’s mouth fell 
open. 
“What do you mean might?” Naya’s eyes bugged out of her head. 
“Can’t say for sure what might happen. I never leave things to overcook. But 
everything got a mouth and an ass, and you don’t want nothing out the backside, now do 
you.”  
“No, definitely not,” Naya said, horrified.  
Naya didn’t send a gif back to Jersey, but asked Granny Mabel if she could drop her 
off at the library downtown so she could get some books, and that she would walk back. She 
felt kind of bad lying, but now that she’d said it, this was a great idea. Books were always a 
benefit. Granny Mabel didn’t hesitate to take her, and told her to be back by 3:30pm just in 
case. 
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 Once out of the library with two books that were basically “Plants for Dummies,” and 
sure her granny had headed back, Naya stepped out into the bright sunlight and walked to 
Java Café, where Jersey sat in a corner waiting for her.  
 Her Granny Mabel had teased her about hanging out with this unnamed friend, and 
asked if the person was cute, no gender terms or anything, just, “If they offer to pay for 
something, let ‘em.” And then she’d winked. 
 “Want anything?” Naya asked, pulling out her wallet. “In case I get in trouble, I at 
least want to have one last frappe, you know.” 
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 “Sure,” Jersey said. “You don’t have to pay though.” 
 “I want to.”  
 “Ok,” Jersey shrugged.  
 Naya paid and they collected their drinks before heading toward Etta’s.  
 “I’m going back to get a new reading. The last one was crap.” Jersey folded their 
arms.  
 “What are you trying to decide about?” Naya asked.  
 Jersey looked at her like she was dumb. “If I tell you it won’t come true.”  
 “That’s for wishing on shooting stars though.” 
 “Same thing. What I’m saying is, if someone knows your question, it’ll mess it all 
up.”  
 Naya didn’t know anything about this tarot business, and it seemed like Jersey had 
been enough times that Naya took her word for it. But she still wanted to know. What could 
Jersey be deciding about?  
 The bell announced their arrival again with a twinkling sound, something Naya might 
have found annoying in any other place, but here she didn’t mind it. It fit. The same girl from 
a couple days ago stood working the register and waved at them to welcome them in. Naya 
once again found herself surprised there was a line, and a handful of people browsed the 
shelves.  
 This time she headed right for the bonsai jacaranda tree. Its petals seemed so much 
brighter than they did outside. Or maybe she was just noticing them in a new way. The magic 
had woken something up inside her. The protection spell’s weight wasn’t a physical weight, 
and yet she could feel it in her bones, wrapped around her every atom.  
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 “You really like plants or something?”  
 Jersey’s voice interrupted Naya’s realizations. “Huh, yeah, I guess so. I started a 
garden with Granny this last week.”  
 “Sounds worse than summer school. It’s too hot for all that. And dirty.”  
 Naya didn’t disagree. “Yeah, but it’s alright. I don’t see her often, so…” Should she 
tell Jersey that plants were literally magic? That she could do it? Whatever it was called, 
roots, witching, something-something flower power? Would Jersey believe her, or just think 
she was faking it to please an adult? Jersey thought a lot of kids either did things to please 
their parents, or to piss them off.   
 “For sure,” Jersey said. “Now where is that woman?” 
 “You looking for me?” Etta came from a door in the back, probably storage, and met 
them by the curtained-off alcove.  
 “Sweet, yeah, and I have ten dollars this time, so no on-the-house stuff ok.” This was 
the fastest Naya had ever heard Jersey speak.  
 The bell sounded and they all turned to see a well-dressed women enter, trying not to 
cry into her phone.  
 Etta frowned when she saw her, but looked kind of exasperated, sort of like how 
Naya’s mom looked when Nico and Naya got into trouble. Etta motioned for them to wait by 
the curtain for her to get back.  
 By now the remaining people who were actually buying something had gone, and the 




 Jersey let out a deep sigh and took up a leaning position on the counter. “Always with 
this one.” 
 “How often do you come here?” Naya asked, trying to imitate Jersey’s nonchalant 
stance.  
 “Not that much. Enough to know these old birds would just about die for each other, 
but Cerise, ugh.” Jersey waved her hand dismissively, “She’s got a terrible boyfriend.” 
 Naya knew Jersey had to come at least once a week to know something like that, or 
even more. Jersey’s coolness didn’t bother Naya too much since she knew they wanted her 
there. “You mean she’s…they’re…?” Naya looked back and forth from Etta’s face to 
Cerise’s, trying to see what Jersey saw, but she couldn’t.  
 “Gay as a pack of Skittles.”  
 Etta moved closer, ushering Cerise toward them. “Friend in need,” Etta said. “Be 
right back.”  
 When Etta and Cerise passed by, close enough for Naya to admire Cerise’s long baby 
blue trench coat, like she’d just strolled in from NYC, Cerise made eye contact with her. It 
was brief, no longer than a second, but Naya became aware of something altogether strange. 
Her body told her to get out of here, now. Just like at the protest. Her wrist ached as if it 
remembered that day too. A loudness like the heaviness of the protection spell grew in 
Naya’s sixth sense and she knew it had to be coming from Cerise, knew this woman could 
work magic just like her. 




 “…yes of course. I would never….mmhmm…yes. I know, I’m just a little behind 
that’s all.” Cerise’s voice was tiny on this end. She was nodding vigorously. “I know what to 
do…Yes, I understand, I want that too….There’s no need to…”  
 And then a man’s voice yelling so loud Naya could almost make out his words. And 
so could Jersey, who frowned just like Etta did when Cerise first walked in. There wasn’t a 
click like in a movie, but everyone could tell when he hung up because Cerise’s shoulders 
dropped a little in relief.  
 “This is an old friend Cerise,” Etta said to the Naya and Jersey. Cerise still had her 
back to them. “My newest young believers.”  
 Etta didn’t know just how right she was about that. Cerise buzzed as loud as a bee in 
Naya’s…ear? Whatever. Naya could tell with something other than the five senses that 
Cerise could do what her and Granny Mabel could do, just way, way more of it. She looked 
at Etta. Whatever it was presented itself  barely, now that Naya had taken the time to 
recognize it. Either it was naturally low, or it was being drowned out by Cerise.  
 Cerise turned around. “Glad to meet you. I’ve seen you before?” She tilted her head 
at Jersey who simply nodded. To Naya she said, “And I haven’t seen you…” 
 “I’m Naya. I’m here with Jersey. I mean we’re hanging out here. Tarot, you know.” 
How could she say anything resembling ‘normal’ when this lady could probably snap her in 
half even with the protection spell on her?  
 Jersey looked at Naya but didn’t say anything.  
 “I just…I’ll be in the back room composing myself if that’s ok?” Cerise said to Etta. 
 “Yeah of course,” Etta said, patting her back.   
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 When Cerise shut the door, Jersey didn’t hesitate. “Ok forget my reading. What are 
you gonna do about that…that douche?”  
 Etta looked like she wanted to laugh but didn’t. “We can’t control what other people 
do Jersey. We can be there for them, but we can’t decide for them. That’s the hardest thing 
I’ve learned in a while.” She shook her head. 
 Naya was way too on edge from the power that rippled toward her to really listen. 
She desperately wanted to ask whether or not Etta could feel it. How could she not?! She 
wondered if Cerise knew Granny Mabel, or if she was the reason Granny Mabel and Etta 
weren’t friends anymore.  
 “But come on! He’s bad right? Don’t you have something to, I don’t know, curse 
him?”  
 Then Etta got serious. “Anyone ever told you be careful what you wish for, child?” 
 “Yeah. So?” Jersey said.  
 “If you curse somebody you basically give them GPS to your spirit. And they can 
curse you back.” Etta leaned forward as she said this, and to Naya, that was more than 
enough warning, combined with the resonance of Cerise’s power.  
 “Let’s do your reading Jers. I gotta be home by 3:30 remember,” Naya coaxed.   
 Jersey looked less afraid than Naya thought they should be. But they couldn’t feel 
what Naya felt. If Jersey believed what Granny Mabel did in Dante’s room, they would have 
reacted to what Etta said about spirit. Right? Naya didn’t know and couldn’t parse out what 
exactly Jersey was thinking in that moment, about spirit or Cerise.  
 “What’s taking her so long?” Jersey asked.  
 Etta turned her head that direction. “Yeah, been a minute.”  
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Then Cerise’s head popped out and she apologized for making them wait. “Do you 
mind if I sit in on your reading, Jersey?” Cerise asked. “I could use a distraction.” She smiled 
and it was a dazzling effect, like she knew just how to get what she wanted from anyone.  
 Jersey looked like they would run out of the store. “Uh, that’s kinda personal isn’t 
it?”  
 Naya didn’t think she had the stomach to have stood up for herself like that, to this 
woman obviously still in distress, but Jersey did. They were amazing.  
 Cerise nodded. “Oh yeah, I understand.” Then she wandered off to sit behind the 
counter. 
They all went in and Etta did her thing. Jersey got something they didn’t like, but the 
cards were different this time. It still had something to do with choosing or getting chosen or 
being left behind. Naya thought that last part was interesting, but she wasn’t really 
concentrating on the cards. Even though there was a full curtain and half a store between 
them, the surge of Cerise’s power lapped at her like water. Naya got the distinct impression 
that Cerise could basically see her protection spell wrapped around her. She did an excellent 
job of pretending that Naya was just another normal teenager. Naya left Etta’s vaguely 






 Everything was the same since the last time she’d been to see him. The whirring of 
his machines, the beep, the hum that wasn’t coming from his phone, but were now the sounds 
that expressly kept his body going. Everything was the same so she couldn’t figure out what 
worried her. Naya didn’t exactly know if this was just one of those things that happened in 
comas or if something else was wrong.  
 She sat in the same chair as last time, the one by the door with her Styrofoam cup of 
vending machine cappuccino, sipping cautiously this time around. Her Granny sat in the 
chair across the room, and Nico stood at the foot of the bed, an odd choice in Naya’s opinion. 
Maybe she should have given him the chair. 
 When she’d gotten back home yesterday, she played some games with Nico, read, 
and actually picked up a pencil for the time in like a week. She sketched Dante’s face from 
memory, gave him a longer nose than he had in real life on accident. Nico had come in 
balancing Gigi on his shoulder, teasing her with a treat to get her to stay perched up there. 
Annoying boy thing to do, god. She told him to get out, but he leaned over her shoulder and 
asked to see him. Naya misunderstood at first, but then realized her brother hadn’t actually 
gotten a chance to visit, so they’d asked permission, even though Dad had already given it. 
She’d thought he’d lighten the sentence if she was extra obedient.  
 Now, instead of paying attention to Nico, she was busy thinking about Granny 
Mabel’s power. That she could feel now. It was like Cerise’s, but less explosive. Granny’s 
was definitely more powerful than Etta’s. It made sense if Etta only read tarot. It seemed to 
Naya like a spectrum. Cerise did big magic that didn’t borrow plants, her Granny did heavy 
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borrowing but could do a little bit of the more powerful stuff, and Etta maybe just didn’t have 
that much to begin with. Or didn’t have a grandmother to teach her like Naya, or apparently 
Cerise.    
 Without really thinking about it, Naya reached over and put her hand on Dante’s 
wrist. She could feel a pulse there, could feel a warmth she knew was because his body still 
worked. And now that she knew what it was, she could feel the magic there, wreathed all 
around him. She didn’t know enough to understand what it meant, but the raw power of it felt 
dangerous, unwieldy, and unstable. There were two powers caught up in each other. 
Something familiar, but… 
Just then her brother turned around and snapped a selfie getting her hand, part of her 
face, and Dante in the background. She gasped and snatched her hand away. 
 “Nico! Oh my god!” Naya put all her confusion about magic, magic inside her friend, 
into her tone, since this was a hospital and she couldn’t scream at him the way she wanted to.  
 At the same time her Granny used her grown-up voice. “Boy you better delete that 
right now.”  
 “Whaaat? I’m not gonna post it anywhere.” He seemed offended at the assumption, 
but that wasn’t why Naya was a frothing lump of anger right now.  
“I’m sure his parents have done it,” Nico protested. “You know, just in case. But 
when he wakes up, I show it to him, make some joke. He’ll laugh.” Nico looked at the 
ground, his voice cracking and dying away. Naya noticed his shoulders tense, his grip on his 




At the same time her heart wanted to reach out for her baby brother, her anger roared 
louder. “If. If he wakes up. And if he does, he won’t be laughing. He’ll probably be scared 
and confused and want to know what’s going on.”  
“And you’ll have all the answers right?” He looked up at her, his eyes glistening.  
“I’m not saying that.” Naya could feel this was getting away from her. She didn’t 
even fully understand why she was so mad. Confused beyond imagining, yes. Maybe it was 
the fact that her best friend wasn’t here to laugh with her about all this, to help her make 
sense of any of it, and she couldn’t stand the idea of him waking up and somehow blaming 
her. Which felt a lot like what Nico was doing right now.  
“Psh,” he turned away and mumbled something under his breath. “Ok.”  
“Whatever, just…don’t show that photo to anyone, ok.” 
“That’s enough,” Granny Mabel said with a finality.  
Nico decided he’d had enough visiting time and pinched Dante’s big toe before 
walking out. 
Naya didn’t have time to formulate a new outburst at this, so just threw him an 
annoyed look. She sat there fuming, going through different possibilities of Dante’s return. 
He wakes up, he’s overjoyed to see her and everything goes back to the way it was. Except 
he’s a walking jumble of magic that eventually kills him. He wakes up and is mad she isn’t 
full on making out with Jersey yet, all his hard work in the hospital setting up the perfect 
scenario for her, wasted. Then he learns she went off to stink up a kitchen and call it magic, 
and whoops, he has it in him now too. He wakes up and doesn’t remember her. He wakes up, 
finds out she’s a wannabe-witch and kicks her to the curb.  
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Then her brain snagged on something new. The shock of what she’d just recognized 
in her Granny, what she had no idea even how to recognize in Dante unlocked something. 
His coma wasn’t “an unexplained tragedy” after all. It was magic. Someone had done 
something to him. But why? Ok, she could think about that later. More importantly, if he was 
hurt by magic, magic could save him. What if this wannabe-witch could bring him back?  
“Granny?”  
“Yeah, baby? You ready to go? We shouldn’t make your brother wait too long now.” 
She seemed to be worked up about Nico.  
“I was wondering. I mean. Is it possible…” Naya didn’t need to say the rest. Her eyes 
were locked on Dante’s face. Her grandmother had to feel it.  
Granny Mabel rewrapped her cheetah shawl and stood up. “If I could have done it, 
he’d already be up and walking around. I’m so sorry.” She held out her hand for Naya to 
take, but Naya hesitated.  
“I don’t understand why this is happening. Any of it!” Naya downed the dregs of the 
coffee and stood up without help. Her veins seemed to jump with the caffeine. She felt 
powerful, intense for a second, but scared of what she could or might do. “I have to do 
something for him Granny. Even if we can’t get him to wake up. There must be 
something…nice or relaxing. To let him know we’re here?”  
“I’m sure he knows. I’m sure he’s hanging in there. Now, come on.”  
Naya got up and followed her out, ignoring Nico the whole ride home. She had 




The sun hid itself behind grey clouds today, but they were due to clear up later on. 
Naya and Granny sat outside on the garden in their usual spots on the buckets. They’d put 
chicken wire up around the plots for protection. They didn’t have much work to do other than 
watering, since the seedlings were doing well. Naya thought this might be a good opportunity 
to get some answers to the questions that burned in the back of her mind.  
“The spirit isn’t something you can look at and read like tarot or bones or entrails. 
What we do with it is—” 
“Entrails?!” Naya interrupted. She had asked what this magic was for. What she was 
learning it for. And she definitely wanted her grandmother to not talk about tarot. Did she 
know where Naya had gone the other day?  
“I ain’t never been keen on that either,” Granny Mabel said.  
Naya fiddled with her necklace, feeling nervous, but also kind of annoyed that her 
Granny wasn’t telling her everything. Wouldn’t she have told Naya about what was 
happening inside Dante? Why didn’t she? 
“What we do with spirit opens us up, makes us connected. To God, to the earth, 
nature, our selves, all sorts of things. You about to go off to high school. You need to have 
something solid going in.” 
Except nothing was solid about any of it!  
“What are you connected to, Granny?”  
Granny Mabel seemed uncomfortable with this question. She rearranged her shawl 
and folded her hands together. Like she was weighing what the question really meant. 
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Then Naya wondered if it was too invasive, too personal. But damn it, wasn’t it was 
time for her to get personal and tell Naya what was going on? 
“I can only do so much with my gift. You can do more with time.” 
“Granny, what does that mean? Do more for what? And to who? I don’t understand 
why you’re teaching me all this stuff.”  
Now Granny looked a little worried. Naya couldn’t guess why, but had this feeling 
she had opened up something she couldn’t close. “I know you went to Etta’s. I know she read 
your cards and I know what they said for you. Because they said the same thing for me when 
I met Etta.”  
Naya had suspected that her Granny knew what she up to when she teased her about 
going to see Jersey, but now it was all out in the open. She didn’t know how much to say to 
make Granny keep talking, but she seemed to be getting better at it almost without trying. 
She asked gently, “You had to let go of something?”  
Granny Mabel nodded, her eyes wide. “My mother told me very early that I would 
have a daughter I had to watch out for, who had the potential for the gift like we did. At first 
I was excited. Then, when Gaila was born, I got scared. I didn’t want her to know about 
Zeke, Gene, Etta, all of that stuff. I hid it from her for years. At first.” 
“But then you told her?” Naya pressed.  
“More like showed her,” Granny Mabel said. Her face looked pained, full of regret. 
Naya knew she would never mean to hurt anyone, least of all her own daughter. “Gaila was 
so scared and mad. I thought she would run away or call the cops on me or something. But, 
that never happened. She shut down for a while. Wouldn’t let me in. She was old enough she 
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didn’t need me like that as much anymore. And of course I never got to teach her any of 
this.” 
Naya didn’t realize she’d been holding her breath while Granny Mabel spoke. She 
exhaled, rubbed her bare arms from the slight morning chill. “Is that what you let go? The 
teaching?”   
“Among other things,” she said. “My friends started messing with stuff I wanted 
nothing to do with. I couldn’t lose my girl over it.”  
A crash sounded from the kitchen before Naya could formulate her next question, or 
really process what her mom must have experienced.  
Both of them got up and rushed inside, Naya a little faster than her grandmother.  
“Son of a—”  
 “What are you doing?” Naya asked. It was the first time she said anything to Nico 
since they’d visited Dante.  
 “Making breakfast obviously.” Her brother held Mom’s good pan in one hand, and a 
spatula in the other. A fried egg hung off the side, about to slide out and onto the floor to join 
another pan that had been left on the stove. 
 “Aren’t you supposed to be gone already?” She walked over and took a plate out to 
catch the egg. She would have to be the one who cleaned it up if he spilled fried egg all over 
the floor anyway. 
“Dad says he’s running really late.” Nico popped a piece of bread in the toaster. “We 
might not make the bus.” He sounded actually relieved, like he didn’t want to go play 
basketball for a whole week and not worry about what his sister was doing instead of hanging 
out with him. Naya felt a little guilty when she looked back over the last week or so. They’d 
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played video games a few times, their usual thing, but that was it. She pushed this feeling 
away in favor of her most recent and more familiar go-to. Frustration. 
“You’re going. But before you do, you’re gonna tell me what you know about 
Granny.” She slapped the plate on the counter just as Granny Mabel walked through the 
sliding glass door.  
“Y’all alright?” she asked.  
“Fine,” said Naya. Nico just glared at her. The bread popped up and he yanked it out 
and sat down to eat at the island.  
They were clearly not fine, but Naya figured Granny Mabel didn’t want to get in the 
middle of whatever was going on because she announced that she was going to the bathroom. 
Bless her. Naya impulsively moved to put both hands on her hips and yelped when she tried 
to move her wrist in that particular way. Nico knew better than to laugh as stared him down 
while he ate.  
After the first couple bites he caved, and Naya felt such immense relief that her older-
sister-attitude still worked. She knew it wouldn’t work forever.  
Through a full mouth he said, “Dad told me she was into devil-worship. Made me 
promise, like put that on God promise, not to say anything to you or Mom.”  
Naya rolled her eyes. Obviously her dad didn’t know anything about anything.  
“He said mom would be really messed up…like that time I passed out on the court 
messed up. And you talk a lot. I knew you would tell Mom. I didn’t want them to fight 
anymore.” Nico studied his plate like he all of a sudden wasn’t hungry. Then he shoved as 
much of the egg on toast into his mouth as he could at once and chewed loudly. 
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She backed off then. He was right; Naya would have gone straight to Mom and asked 
her a bunch of questions about it and gotten her all mad. During one of Nico’s games, he’d 
just fainted out of nowhere and everyone freaked out like he was dying. There wasn’t even a 
cause after, just something that had happened once and never again. Mom got all wild and 
started blaming her dad for pushing Nico too hard. This was around the time Granny Mabel 
left, too upset to explain to Naya the real reason she was leaving. What Nico told her still 
didn’t answer her question, not even close, but she knew she couldn’t keep being mad at him 
about it. He didn’t actually know anything. She in fact probably knew more now.  
 “Is that what you wanted? Are you happy now?” he asked, swallowing the last of the 
food that had disappeared in a rush while she stood there looking stupid.  
 She shook her head. “Sorry.”  
 “You should be. I been wanting to chill since I got back, but you’re always too busy 
now. With your Q-Town friends.”  
 He was right and she couldn’t deny it. Nothing she could say would do, as long as he 
was looking at her like he was right now. So she said, “I have to show you something. But 
you have to promise not to tell.” 
 “That’s the pact remember?” He looked wary. 
 “Yeah, but not for this. This is different. This is big. You have to promise. For real.” 
She stepped back because she realized she had gotten in his face and he couldn’t move back 
because he was sitting down. 
 “I promise.”  
 She called out for Granny, who must have gone to her room. “What’s going on?”  
 “Granny, can we make Nico something before he leaves. For luck?”  
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 Granny lit up at this. “Oh of course! And those are quick, too, no cooking.” She 
wasn’t stupid though, she could feel the vibe in the room. Naya wanting to prove something, 
Nico going along. “Let me get what we might need. Take him outside.” 
 “Come on then,” Naya said, leading the way. She stalked off to the garden, 
wondering if she was making the right choice. He needed to know it wasn’t about the devil. 
And she knew he wouldn’t believe her about magic if she just came out and said it.  
“Why you dragging me out here?”  
She didn’t answer him, just stepped over the chicken wire and sat right down in the 
dirt. Nico took a seat on her bucket and Granny joined them with her little chest.  
“Where did you even get all that?” Kevin asked incredulous. “I mean, do you buy it 
from Amazon?”  
“Shut up,” Naya said. 
Granny Mabel shot her a look which quelled her attitude almost instantly. She 
couldn’t borrow anything the way she was acting. So she closed her eyes and tried to feel the 
universe. This was something Granny Mabel had told her to do every time she even thought 
about using her spirit. She said it was like unplugging something and then plugging it back in 
to restart everything fresh. Naya thought there should be a better name for it then that, but 
maybe Granny Mabel didn’t know the name. She ignored that path of thinking hard though. 
If she was going to learn, she had to believe in her grandmother.  
“Nicky, Naya and me are sharing something incredibly special with you. We’re 
trusting you with our very souls.”  
Naya couldn’t see the look on his face, but the way he said “Okay,” made him seem 
younger than his thirteen years. He’d always gotten along with Granny Mabel, listened to 
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her, respected her. Nothing compared to the way he was with Dad, but Naya understood that 
he was taking this seriously. It didn’t matter if he knew the details or believed in this. 
“Naya,” Granny Mabel spoke softly, so Naya knew to keep her eyes closed. “When 
you open your eyes, choose the first thing that calls you for what you want to do. Take your 
time now getting fresh like I been telling you.”  
It took a minute, but Naya entered into a new space in her head, somewhere she had 
never been before. She was concentrating on the protection spell around her shoulders like 
one of her Dad’s big coats. She’d meant to ask Granny Mabel how long that would last, since 
it seemed just as whole and strong as when it first settled around her. Now, the sense of 
magic enveloped her, and she could follow Granny’s spirit dancing around her much like 
Gigi circling Naya’s legs for extra food. She felt as if she would be able to do anything when 
she opened her eyes. 
The sunlight filtered through, warming her back. Naya lingered in the moment for 
another minute but then opened her eyes. On the ground in front of her were three things. A 
brown ball the size of a child’s fist. A small jar with bright green powdery-looking parts 
inside. A length of twine and a little pouch. She reached for the root. Granny nodded. Naya 
would do this on her own, with a little guidance as needed. 
“High John, known for luck,” Granny Mabel said. 
“It…it feels alive to me,” Naya said in wonder.  
Granny Mabel smiled at her. “You closer than I thought. Your spirit reaches for the 
earth, and the earth reaches back.”  
Naya carefully avoided looking at Nico, although she was acutely aware of his 
presence, slightly above her on the bucket. 
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“Now what?” Naya asked. 
“You take a little of those June bug wings and dust them over John.” 
“What does that do?” She had a moment’s hesitation as she reached in, nervous and 
glad she wasn’t grossed out by bugs. She always found these kind of pretty. 
“To fly, to shine,” Granny Mabel said, like part of a poem or song. The green 
shimmer made it look like some Wizard of Oz fairy dust. Naya rolled the root like dough 
between her palms, making sure the dust covered it. There was a definite sense that if it 
didn’t work, it would backfire in ways she did not even want to imagine.  
“Do I say anything? I feel like I should say something,” Naya said. 
“Dad is gonna be here soon. If this is gonna take—” 
“Hush now,” Granny Mabel told Nico. “Almost done.” 
“Yes, a luck prayer. The one I use says: And he who walks through the valley shall 
not be overturned by rock, nor branch, nor by his own two feet.”  
Naya repeated that as she gave it one last turn in her hand.  
“Now you gotta spit on it to seal it,” Granny Mabel said to Nico.  
Being the boy that he was, Nico wasted no time here straight up hocked a loogie onto 
the root and half of Naya’s hand. “Oh that’s just wrong,” Naya said, and dropped the root in 
the pouch Granny held open. 
“Now, carry this with you at all times and don’t lose it.” Granny Mabel said, as Naya 
held out the bag for him.  
“Uh. Thanks.” 




Ever since Naya started believing, she’d been trying to figure out a way to use her 
spirit to get Dante back. Ever since her grandmother had let her in on this secret world. That 
was the whole point of learning this, right? There had to be a way. Naya didn’t want to do 
something nice, or relaxing, like she’d told Granny Mabel the last time they were in his 
hospital room. She was done with all that. Done with being nice. If there was the slightest 
chance she could use this magic to bring him back, then she should at least try. 
Her father had shown up right after they finished yesterday afternoon. Nico grabbed 
his bag and hopped in the car, on his way to a week-long basketball training camp 
somewhere near San Diego State.  
This morning, Granny Mabel had announced that it was officially time for Naya to 
rest. Lay off the magic for a few days, until they both knew what it would start to exact from 
her. There was always a cost, Granny Mabel said. “It’s different for everyone and there’s no 
telling what it might be. Could be your body, your mind, or your spirit itself.”  
“What happens if it takes your spirit?” Naya asked, freaked out about that since now, 
she knew what it felt like to be aware of her spirit. 
Instead of answering, Granny Mabel gave her a couple things wrapped up in a shoe 
box, something she could carry one-handed: two vials of unknown oils, a snakeskin, a jar of 
what looked like regular dark dirt, and miscellaneous other items she was excited to figure 
out later. One of them was a handwritten book of what looked like spells and instructions. 
Along with this, she presented Naya with a necklace, a pretty pink crystal of some sort that 
Naya found charming, and immediately she thought of how good it would look bouncing 
against Dante’s chest in his signature all-white outfit. 
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“Now this isn’t magic. This is because I love you,” Granny Mabel had said about the 
stone before turning to go to her own room.  
“Granny wait.” Naya called out. “Thank you for this. For all of it.” 
“Granny Mabel gave her a tired smile. “You’re welcome baby. And if this magic 
decides to take from your spirit, well, we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.”  
How cryptic. And creepy.  
Right after lunchtime, Naya lay in her bed trying thinking about everything she’d 
experienced so far. One of the million things in her head was herself, the magic she could 
absolutely do, without doubt. This time around Naya had noticed her own energy wrapping 
itself around her brother’s luck. She didn’t have the energy to focus on it while she doing the 
actual spell, but it was another sensation that utterly surprised her, leaving her without 
anything reasonable to compare it to. If she was being honest, she’d thought that’s what sex 
might be like. Some kids at school embellished what they’d done, and it sounded more 
exciting than the talk her mother had given her a couple years before she’d started her period. 
It sounded like fun, like magic. Illuminating. A wake-up call to adulthood. This is what her 
power felt like as the protection spell began to feel like it had always been a part of her, what 
it felt like to merge High John with the junebug wings. Naya knew at once that her brother 
would soar onto the court, and nothing would be able to dim his shine, just like the glittering 
green wings.  
She wasn’t looking forward to this magic taking something from her. What had it 
taken from Granny? From Cerise, if anything? She seemed like she had all three of those 
things still.  
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Her phone buzzed. 
Jersey. Hey…my mom is being…my mom rn. I miss dante and QT 
Omg same! Can’t believe I’m still grounded, like, I have thiiiings to do. Ugh parents, 
Naya wrote back.  
There was something new about the way Jersey had started texting her first. And at 
any time of day or night. Just to chat.  
Almost immediately Jersey responded What things 
Naya’s thumbs hovered over the screen. Since she woke up she’d felt this strange 
determination and sense of rebellion she thought would never show up. She was good, she 
listened to her parents and had always done what they’d asked. Until recently. How much 
further would she go?  
See Etta again, not for tarot, that was hella confusing, just ask her about …stuff. 
Naya didn’t want to spell out magic on her phone. What if some weird government man saw 
it or something and thought she was cukoo. She couldn’t risk it.  
Cool let me know when you go and I’ll get you back that coffee. There was a coffee 
emoji and a smiley face, which made Naya smile as well. Or maybe it was the self-invite. 
Yeah, definitely that. Boy, when Dante woke up he was going to be totally insufferable about 
this, even if she was just trying to be friends. For now.  
She sent back a For sure and a heart emoji and tried not to think about what Jersey 
thought about heart emojis. She didn’t use the big pink one, just the regular red one. Ugh. 
That settled it. Dante had to wake up. No one had given her any type of mess for way too 
long, and she was forced to admit the absence of friendly teasing was one hundred percent 
killing the her vibe.  
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Gigi lazed at the edge of her bed as she got up to dress, not yet ready for the tough 
life of all housecats. She realized her wrist felt much better than it had in a while. Then she 
tried to twist it outward and had immediate regrets. Stupid! Be patient! Now it felt like a dull 
pulsing ache.  
Granny Mabel was gone, her car missing from the street. She’d told Naya she might 
be gone though, so no big deal.  
Naya shoved the whole shoebox into a large tote and threw a sweater over it. And a 
book on top of that. She looked up bus times going west of her house, and then north toward 
the hospital; she’d have to catch two. But she should have plenty of time before her parents 
got back.  
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 This was her first time catching the bus in such a long time, she nearly ran out of the 
house with no cash. She’d hurriedly gone through the emergency stash in the kitchen and 
grabbed the required exact change. Part of her thought about how she should probably be 
resting still, according to Granny’s few days rule, but she just couldn’t wait any longer. She 
had to do something. 
 When she got to Kaiser, she skirted around the usual entrance and went straight to the 
visitors section to avoid Sheila’s knowing gaze. Naya knew Sheila would try and make 
conversation, probably page her mom that she was here. Was it suspicious that she was 
alone? She felt suspicious, like everyone was wondering what she carried in that tote.  
 She affixed the visitor sticker on her sling and made her way to Dante’s room.  
 “Oh, hi….Naya right? Gaila’s daughter?” One of Dante’s nurses, Naya saw her name 
was Katie, asked.  
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 “Yeah,” she said flatly, then used her brain for good. “Is anyone coming by today? I 
mean, that you know of?”  
 Katie replied as she finished checking that every hideous wire and beep remained 
stable, “His dad usually comes in the evenings now. And his mom stays all night when she 
can. Why do you ask?”  
 Naya’s heart thudded against her chest. She came up with a wild lie in record time. “I 
wanted to do a prayer.” Katie raised her eyebrows and looked as if she were about to launch 
into a Christian commercial. “Like a special one we did sometimes, but not from a church or 
anything, just…we call it a prayer, but it’s more like a secret best friends code we used to use 
and I need to do it alone.” There.  
 Katie’s eagerness deflated and she laughed, but good-naturedly. “Well alright. Just 
uh, don’t light any candles in here please.”  
 No promises, Naya thought, wishing she’d brought candles now just so she could 
consider breaking this rule if she needed to. Things were do or die now.  
 There unfortunately wasn’t a lock on the inside of this door, which made sense, but 
she was ten times as paranoid now about getting caught. She stood over the bed looking 
down at him for a moment, uncomfortable at how familiar this was becoming. He was the 
taller one after all. 
 The magic bound tightly to him felt frazzled, jumpy. Was it like that last time? She 
could sense something familiar there, something floaty and sweet, like…she couldn’t think. 
She didn’t have time to filter the two into separate parts.    
 Naya set to work. She started by sitting on the floor cross-legged and allowing her 
mind to float toward that quiet, yet alive, space in her mind. It wasn’t like there was an actual 
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location inside her brain, but somehow she could sense a landscape inside of her now. It was 
hilly, rich with grass and blooming trees. Mountains called to her to sing so loud their peaks 
made room her voice and all the creatures shimmered as they danced. She gasped at this and 
opened her eyes, breaking the pattern. What the hell was that?  
 Uneasy, she figured she had to get over whatever this new hippie Naya thing was and 
get on with tapping into her spirit. The last thought she had before giving herself to her spirit 
was that she wished she’d made a little luck for herself. If only she’d thought ahead.  
 Naya closed her eyes and almost immediately returned to the space she’d discovered 
before Nico left. The space that now included hills and mountains. She pulled out the 
shoebox with her eyes still closed, and when she opened them, she saw the world. 
 She reached for the handbook first, certain it would have something she needed. Then 
a vial of oil, the yellow tinged one. The snakeskin and the dirt were not useful here, 
something told her. Her hand passed over them and landed on a feather of some bird. 
Unrecognizable to her, she’d never paid much attention to birds. She flipped through the 
book without too much focus or intention of reading the words. A title jumped out to her: 
Ring the Alarm. Thanks to her mother she was well-versed in Beyonce’s discography. This 
was not that. Down the page however, were symbols and words she didn’t recognize. Aia, 
Ala, Asa at the top. A name. Multiple names? One of the symbols basically vibrated with a 
familiar essence of what she could now recognize as spirit—a circle with some type of 
embellished leaf at its center. This would work, this symbol could channel her intentions like 
a funnel! Naya had no idea how she knew that. It was like a compass simply pointing her in 
that direction.  
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 Granny Mabel had said doing this type of stuff was big magic and Naya wasn’t so 
conceited to think she could do something that was hard even for her grandmother. But she 
could do something smaller. Get his attention. Like a smoke signal. 
 She un-stoppered the vial first, very carefully easing it out with her teeth while 
holding it in her hand. The smell hit her at once and came off overwhelmingly sweet, and 
tart, something from a flower maybe? Naya took a marker from her tote and drew the symbol 
on a blank page at the back of the notebook. She said all the names at the top of the page 
while drawing it, following the instinct to never take her pen off the paper.  
 Then she dipped a finger in the oil, wiped off the extra on the cusp of the vial and 
rubbed it on the outer edges and the spine of the feather. Here she felt that same 
understanding of life and knew she was connected to something bigger than herself. It was 
exhilarating, and she’d never needed that word before now.  
 Naya held onto the hum in the feather, the surety of the oil outlining it, and the power 
of the symbol on the blank page. Then paused. She wasn’t exactly sure what to do now that 
she’d set up. There were two options in her path. Place the feather on the symbol. Place the 
feather on Dante’s body. Was there something else?  
 When she’d done the luck for Nico, it felt complete as soon as he spit on it. Ah! She 
needed her target. She stood up, careful not to knock the still-open oil over, and stepped 
forward. Her gut warned her here; the wrong thing would change her whole intention. She 
had to be incredibly picky.  
 Vaguely more conscious of her time now that she was standing, Naya chose 
deliberately, and did not rush. She ignored the quick bite of her teenage angst and pressed her 
lips to his, inhaling a full breath.  
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 On the floor again, she held the feather over the symbol and exhaled the names one 
more time until all of his air was released.  
# 
 Naya could tell a bright light was in her face, and she didn’t want to open her eyes 
directly, so she peeked. Ceiling. The smell of disinfectant and the muffled tones of people 
used to giving bad news. She was still in the hospital and she lay on some cot. It took her a 
second to remember exactly what she’d been doing directly beforehand and oh.my.god. 
Dante!  
 She opened her eyes, sat up too fast and felt dizzy. White spots dotted her vision and 
her grumpy sensibility rumbled to life. She tried to think of what went wrong but didn’t 
understand. Her intuition was supposed to guide her. She’d used a book! The symbol and list 
of names weren’t the problem. Maybe she just wasn’t strong enough. 
 “Naya!” Her mom engulfed her in a hug immediately and forced her to lay back 
down. “What the hell do you think you were doing in there?”  
 It was much easier to stare at the ceiling than meet her mother’s gaze, which was 
carefully angry. Stone face.  
 She couldn’t say ‘nothing’ no matter how much she wanted to. “I don’t want to talk 
about it.” 
 “Huh, well, that’s too damn bad because you are gonna talk about it right now.”  
 Naya cringed a little bit and gave in too fast. Her mom didn’t usually curse. “I was 




 Out of the corner of her eye Naya saw her mom collect herself. “I don’t know what 
your Granny been telling you, but that stuff isn’t…it isn’t right. It isn’t real. And you can’t 
mess around with it.” 
 That didn’t make no sense. “If it’s not real then why can’t I?” 
 “Because I said so.” 
 Naya waited a full minute, fuming, while her mother sat there probably just as angry. 
God, she was getting too old for that lame excuse. It was fine if her mom was scared of it, but 
Naya didn’t want to be. Although, the fact that she’d just fainted from the stuff wasn’t 
exactly a good sign. She didn’t feel any different during this silence. She tried to sit up again 
and didn’t feel as dizzy. There, she thought, its fine. I’m fine.  
 “Sheila thought you were dead,” Gaila whispered. From her seat, Naya’s head was 
above hers and when she looked up Naya could see tears threatening to spill over.  
 Besides the shock of this revelation, Naya felt guilty immediately. Seeing her mom 
upset always made her want to cry too. Damn, there it was, the sharp sting up her nose and 
behind her eyes that she could never seem to stop during moments like these.  
 “I’m sorry,” she blubbered.  
 Her mom touched the inner corner of her eye to keep any drops from falling. “I 
just…you didn’t have a pulse. Do you have any idea how scared I was? Do you?”  
 Of course she didn’t. She shook her head. Naya hated the squeaky quality of her 
voice when she was crying.  




 “How do you feel? Katie said she went back to check on you and found you…like 
that. Vitals normal.” But Gaila looked worried. “I wish you had told me you were coming to 
visit Dante.”  
 “I feel fine, Mom. Really.” Naya wiped her tears, slowly getting over the shock, 
pushing away any thoughts about what the magic might be taking. Was it taking it right now? 





 On the way home yesterday, Naya miraculously convinced her mom not to tell her 
dad about this. Or Nico. Or Granny even. It took a lot of begging and pleading in the car, and 
then another hour after they got back home, with Naya taking breaks when she could tell her 
mom was about to lose her mind. But in the end, she wore her down.  
 In exchange, Naya absolutely could not leave the house without adult supervision. 
And obviously she got her chest with all her stuff confiscated. It took way too much time to 
convince her mom that the necklace wasn’t magical in any way.  
 She’d spent the day drawing in the living room where her mom could see her, since it 
was her day off. When her dad got home he seemed heavy, tired. He kept sneaking looks at 
her like he wasn’t sure about something.  
 “Where’s your grandmother?” Gaila asked over dinner that night.  
 Naya was surprised she brought Granny Mabel up in front of Dad at all. Though the 
last week had been so busy for him that he hadn’t really had time to demonstrate his dislike 
for Granny Mabel. He didn’t seem upset now. In fact, he looked curious. 
 Through a bite of homemade lasagna, Naya said, “Left to pick up a friend from LAX 
and said she’d be gone until tomorrow morning.”  
 “Did she say who it was?” Her mom always asked questions, but her tone was 
different now. Not philosophical, but investigative. Suspicious.  
 “No,” Naya said and that was the truth. The last thing her Granny told her was not to 
do anything dumb while she was gone. So much for that. She cringed on the inside. 
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 Later she helped her mom do the dishes. Her dad went upstairs for the night, but her 
mom invited her watch a movie. Naya was beyond grateful for everything today so she ran 
up to get her sketchbook, feeling too wiped out to pay full attention to a movie without 
doodling something during it. Much, much later, Naya woke up to a drool spot on a page and 
her mom snoring softly in the chair beside her.  
# 
 The next morning she missed breakfast, and only caught the tail end of Granny 
Mabel’s arrival, sans friend. Naya felt a little worse about yesterday, even though during the 
movie her mom had made it seem like everything was normal; she laughed and made jokes 
like usual. So she determined to learn things today, starting with ‘don’t move your wrist that 
much yet’. On her way downstairs, still wiping the sleep from her eyes, she overheard her 
mother say, “What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him. Zeke is nothing but a troublemaker 
mom, you know that.”  
 “He’s the only one who— 
 “Aieee!” Naya squealed as Gigi decided to go all parkour on the staircase and jumped 
directly onto her back to try and climb her like a tree. 
 Naya ended up on her butt on the bottom stair yelling at the cat who’d already 
streaked away to hide under the couch like the little demon she was. Cats! Why’d her mom 
think it was a good idea to get one for her and Nico again? Half-mad at her mom for getting 
the cat, and half-mad at the cat for making her miss whatever Granny Mabel was about to 
say.  
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 Naya was certain Granny Mabel wouldn’t repeat it now and this made her viciously 
angry for a minute. Whatever, it obviously had to be Zeke who she picked just yesterday. 
Who else? Apparently her mom knew about him, had maybe even met him! Ugh. 
 “Mom, will you see if my wrist is ok. I want to take this stupid sling off already.” 
Naya shook her shoulder for emphasis.  
 “Sure baby, then guess what?! I’m not going in today. So we can spend some time 
together.”  
 Right so you can babysit me like I’m five and make sure I don’t do any magic, Naya 
thought. She was sure her face looked stank, but she didn’t even care. Her mom declared a 
couple more days maybe and the wrist should be fine but still achy.   
 “So what do you wanna do?”  
 Granny Mabel smoothly avoided looking at her, and Naya thought she was trying to 
hide a grin. Like she knew this was the last thing Naya wanted to do right now, even though 
just last week she was sad about Gaila being at work literally all the time. It wasn’t so bad 
when school was in session, but this was starting to feel like the longest summer ever.  
 They ended up going to get pedicures before lunch, then decided to stay out for lunch 
in Canyon Crest because why not. Afterwards, Gaila declared it a shopping day and they 
wandered into and out of nearly every boutique in the plaza. And even though Naya had been 
annoyed that morning, frustrated with herself but unsure why, and randomly irritated at 
Jersey for not texting her yet today, this outing was the most fun she’d had in a long time.  
 She bagged a new pair of jeans and a sweater that she’d have to wear a spaghetti strap 
under and a coat over, come winter, but it was the perfect shade of dusky red for her skin.  
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 There was something unspoken between her mom and Granny, but it seemed like 
they weren’t too mad about whatever it was. Naya felt like she would die of curiosity about 
how her mom knew about Zeke and what she meant by him being a troublemaker. But Gaila 
curbed that real fast by turning it around. She prodded Naya whenever Granny Mabel was 
out of earshot about what exactly Granny Mabel had been telling her regarding magic. But 
then she’d switch up and pretend like Naya and Granny Mabel were making it all up.  
 “I thought you didn’t believe in this stuff,” Naya said, careful to make her inflection 
non-accusing.  
 “I don’t. But I want you to start talking to me. You can’t keep everything to yourself. 
You’ll implode.”   
 This made her clam up more than anything because it should have been obvious, 
right? She was trying to get him to wake up. But she felt there was some trick in there 
somewhere and she didn’t want to say too much. She really didn’t want to get her 
grandmother in trouble either. Not that she could, really, she was over sixty years old and a 
literal mom. But still, her dad said two weeks as a trial and her time was almost out.  
 Later, Darius called, and told Gaila to grab Naya—and Mabel if she felt like coming 
along—and meet him outside in ten minutes. They had to drive to San Diego to go pick up 
Nico.  
# 
 Naya and Granny Mabel were in the dark on the ride south. But Naya knew her mom 
had to know what was going on because her face was stone. Nurse face, Naya called it. And 
her dad’s too. They were worried, but also angrier than she had ever seen them.  
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 Nico hadn’t texted her since he left. No worrying exactly, and they’d just had a fight 
so what did she expect? No one tried to make conversation so Naya took out her smaller 
sketchbook and made a pretty accurate portrait of her brother. Then she started Granny 
Mabel’s profile, and this took enough time that when they got there, her brain felt incredibly 
unfocused.  
 It was impossible not to think of Granny Mabel going to stay in some hotel by herself 
after tonight. Not after the day they’d had out. That didn’t feel right. Maybe this trial had 
gone well enough that her parents would be fine. Especially since her mom was keeping her 
magic a secret. If her dad knew, there’s no way he would be keeping quiet about it.   
 The tension in the air as they all walked up to the main office of the hosting high 
school made Naya question the future in a strange way. Here they all were, each of their lives 
so different from one another (maybe not her parents), but they all were a part of this family. 
Naya hoped that was enough to keep her grandmother in her life just a little bit longer.  
 They walked into the cool room and after two and half hours, probably more like 
three since they’d left after two in the afternoon, none of them felt like sitting down to wait 
for Nico and the head coach to show up. When they finally did, Nico’s face told her all she 
needed to know—someone had hurt her brother and he wasn’t gonna say who or why no 
matter what.  
 He trailed behind the coach on crutches, favoring his left leg, all his weight on his 
dominant side. A scowl soured his face and he looked and smelled like he hadn’t showered in 
days, but otherwise he was a typical injured kid. But not to Naya.  
 She’d seen this before when they were both in elementary school, her in sixth grade 
and him in fifth. Back when they’d still shared a room. It had been harder to have secrets 
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then. This was the second year they had lunch and recess together, and they needed some 
time apart. A group of older boys chose Nico as their target, and every time Naya tried to 
help, he got mad. Until it went too far for her liking. She told the principal when they 
resorted to physical violence. He never found out it was her, and his days got a lot better. She 
could tell now that he was hiding something from her.  
 Nico shot her furtive glances as the basketball coach put his hands on his hips and had 
Darius sign some type of release form. The coach pulled both her parents away and spoke 
softly to them, while Granny Mabel replaced one of his crutches with her shoulder to help 
him start the walk to the car.  
 “I understand,” she heard her dad say, his voice tight.  
 Naya was torn between trying to find some way to eavesdrop, which wasn’t looking 
likely, and joining her grandmother. She hesitated for a second and heard “sprain,” so chose 
to go back to the car. Granny Mabel chattered softly in his ear while he nodded, so Naya 
didn’t want to interrupt that. Her parents were holding hands on the walk back to the car, 
giving the three of them plenty of room. 
 “Nick, wait up!”  
 Naya turned and saw a boy, gorgeous and tall sprint past her parents, still in workout 
clothes. He was really cute, even from far away, even all sweaty and gross. She hadn’t seen a 
single nice-looking boy since the start of seventh grade—a new student who quickly 
transferred to Central, the middle school closer to downtown.  
 Nico turned around but stayed silent. The cute boy who made her think there might be 
something to basketball after all got quiet for a second. “Um. Yeah dude.” They both stood 
there looking awkward, Nico eyeing the approach of their parents.  
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 “Granny, could you…” 
 “Naya, get the door for your grandmother,” Granny Mabel said.  
 “Yep!” Naya chimed, and opened the back door for her. Granny Mabel didn’t slide 
over, so Naya made it a point to go around the front, closest to Nico, to see if she could hear 
what they were saying.  
 When Nico glared at her she hurried up and got in on the other side and closed the 
door. All she could see from the middle seat was the cute one talking and Nico nodding. 
Then the cute one put his hand on Nico’s shoulder before turning around to sprint back into 
the school.  
 “Close your mouth girl, put ya eyes back in ya head,” her Granny said. 
 “Huh?”   
 “All up in folks business,” Granny Mabel tsked at her.  
 This silenced Naya’s wandering thoughts about her brother as her mom helped him 
join her in the backseat before climbing in herself. Naya wondered if her Granny was mad at 
her, but she was right regardless. If Nico wanted her to know, he would tell her himself. She 
was so good, Naya thought. Her grandmother would never do something so nosy.  
 Other than her typing the words what happened??? on her phone and passing it to 
Nico, and him responding wrong place wrong time, she got nothing out of him that night. 
 No one spoke on the ride back either, the air too heavy with something Naya didn’t 
have the energy to put together. The radio lay a smooth cover over all their worries. She felt 
tired, thinking of all she’d tried to do for her brother, how she’d failed him this week. How 
she’d failed Dante this week, and by proxy, Jersey too.  
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 The luck had clearly run out for Nico. It had felt so good, creating something good for 
her brother. But maybe her mom was right. Maybe it didn’t really work like Granny Mabel 
claimed it did after all. 
# 
 In the pre-dawn, Naya tossed and turned, unable to fall asleep after getting up to go to 
the bathroom. Her period had begun in the night and now she lay awake hoping to drift off 
before it got too bright out. There was something wriggling at the back of her mind, itching 
to make itself known.  
 She ran through the past happenings in her life as a way to ignore the cramps setting 
in. The first thing that made her feel softer was thinking of how adorable embarrassed-Jersey 
had been at Etta’s. Getting to spend time with them without Dante was, admittedly nicer than 
she had expected. He could be kind of loud sometimes.  
 Then her brain decided it was wallow time again, no matter how good she felt about 
her new friend. Etta and Cerise, if they were supposed to be together but weren’t because of 
some guy Cerise was with, well, that was pretty stupid. Now, she wished she’d asked Etta 
more questions about her grandmother. What had she been like young? What kind of magic 
did they get up to back then? Did she know this Zeke? Had Etta ever met her mother? 
 A sense of lost history collided with Dante, a lost friend. What memories would she 
have had of this summer if things had gone differently? What had even happened to him? 
Clearly, it had something to do with spirit. Someone had done something to him for him to 




 If any of this was actually real at all. If it wasn’t, what could explain everything she’d 
felt since Granny Mabel came back? Was her grandmother indeed playing some 
psychological trick on her? She was getting too deep, way too deep.  
 Gigi batted at something in a corner in the dark and her phone buzzed on the floor. 
Who in the world could be texting her right now? If it wasn’t Nico…it was Jersey.  
 can’t effing sleep!!! insomniac?  
 anyway, going dt tom night for art walk, wanna come? 
 A SnapChat came in from Jersey but she didn’t look at it. Naya didn’t really want to 
talk right then, but this invite greatly improved her mood. Not that she thought Jersey would 
be sending her anything like that. Oh no, oh man, but what if Jersey was exactly the kind of 
person who would send her something like that? She would ask, no, beg once again, to be let 
out the house. It seemed like her parents would have enough to worry about with Nico as it 
was. He was their baby boy.  
 She made a point in her head to come up with a plan of approach that would work 
later on. Then, when Naya’s thoughts had quieted a little, and she was falling into that state 
just before sleep, she thought of her brother’s message in the car. Wrong place wrong time. 
She thought of Dante, how he’d been in the wrong place at the wrong time in the wildest of 
ways. He couldn’t see her signal because his spirit wasn’t in the hospital. It was on the street 
where his body must have fallen, hit by strange forces he couldn’t identify, his consciousness 
disappeared by spirit magic.   
# 
 That same day, after Naya finally rolled out of bed, she traipsed downstairs to an 
empty house. Granny Mabel’s car was gone so she was probably off with her friend. 
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Yesterday, they’d gone shopping, which felt like it had taken place in a different universe 
almost. Granny Mabel hadn’t mentioned magic to Naya since the luck stuff. And her had 
been oddly cheerful too that outing, acting like Naya hadn’t passed out from who knows 
what two nights ago.  
 Nico sat alone on the couch, scrolling on his phone and texting rapidly. His ankle was 
propped on a pillow on the coffee table. Discomfort marked his features as Naya hid her head 
in the fridge for a second, pretending to look for something to eat. He didn’t speak so she 
gave up, grabbed a store-bought muffin and plopped down next to him, also on her phone. 
 “Thank God they don’t take these away right?”  
 He grunted in agreement. Naya went on. “Like, the whole entire internet is here. We 
could be getting in so much trouble just from right here on the couch.” She shook her head. 
“Amazing.” 
 “Naya go away please,” Nico said.  
 This stung. He wasn’t usually so dismissive of her. Maybe it was the pain, that made 
people mean sometimes. She frowned. “You know you can tell me, right?” 
 “There’s nothing to tell.” He didn’t raise his head, just looked through SnapChat 
stories. From the sound of it, Naya could tell it was basketball, probably from the camp he 
just left. The sharp squeak of tennis shoes on the court.  
 “Did you lose the luck bag I made you?” It was an accusation, but she couldn’t be 
sure if her tone hit right.  
 He ignored her again.  
 “Well….did you? Because that might explain…” Naya gestured to his ankle.  
 “God why do you care so much all of a sudden?” He squinted at her.  
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 Naya rolled her eyes, “Because I care about you stupid.”  
 He just raised his eyebrows, inviting her to explain to him exactly what this entailed 
since he’d been home from his science camp.  
 She got the message, wrapped her fingers around her necklace. “Yeah, I’ve been 
kinda shit at being around. I’m sorry.”  
 This seemed to satisfy him a little bit, but he kept his demeanor guarded. “This has 
nothing to do with luck,” he said. 
 Naya jumped at the opening. “What then? Why are you being so…ugh, quiet about 
it? If it’s what I think it is. Like, last time you didn’t want my help with those jerks and…” 
She didn’t know how to continue past that. She’d given her help, even if he didn’t know. 
 He finished a text and put his phone down on the couch. Got real serious. He 
obviously had her full attention. Then he said, “It’s my thing and I’ll tell you when I’m good 







 By two o’clock Naya was bored out of her mind. She’d spent the morning puttering 
around the garden like an old lady. No offense to Granny Mabel or anything, but she was 
young, healthy! She should be going out with her friends, leaving her mark on the world. Or 
something.  
 Nico had been holed up in his room all day so far, only venturing out to load up on 
food that he carted back to his room, knowing mom would be pissed. He’d snapped at her 
when she offered to help him carry it though, so she let him have his crybaby-fest alone.  
 Everyone was gone. Naya decided now was a great time to look for that chest her 
mom took. That was her stuff, a gift from Granny, and if her mom really didn’t believe in 
magic, then there was nothing wrong with her having it.  
 Besides, she needed those things to try that spell again.  
 Naya knew full well she was being a hardheaded little brat, but she didn’t care. She 
missed the shit out of her friend and she was going to try to get him back. No matter what. In 
the midst of searching through her parents’ bedroom closet, she had this feeling like she was 
a completely different person than the one who had gone to that rally under blackmail. Oh 
well, she shrugged, and kept going.  
 Her phone buzzed in her pocket. It was a text from her dad in the family chat on 
Messenger. It was embarrassing enough that both her parents had Facebook accounts they’d 
refused to delete, but this was going way too far. Your Granny can stay a while longer. 
Seems to be a good influence on you. Wanna see what you drew in the car the other night 
when I get home. Love, your Dad.  
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 Her mom liked it right away, so she must be on a break.  
 She shifted from her one hand and knees and sat flat on her butt staring at her phone. 
This was good news. Right? Then why did she feel so terrible?  
 Her poor, oblivious father. He really had no idea what his daughter had been up to. 
Even though he worked himself to the bone, going out there risking his life for these damned 
dry hills, he still paid attention. He cared about her art, took it seriously.  
 And everyone in his house knew something he didn’t.  
 She hoped he would never find out, but she had to do this.  
 Find the chest, grab the ingredients if they were even still there, and book it 
downtown. It would be fastest on her bike. Should she risk taking this stupid sling off? It 
would probably be fine. She angled her wrist slowly to both sides. She could deal with that.  
 She slung it off and threw into the open door of her room before going back to 
continue her search. Out the window, Granny Mabel’s car was gone again. Naya wasn’t sure 
if she should be worried or not. There was something going on that was bigger than her, that 
much she could figure out, but the rest just made her mad at this point. If someone was 
bringing you into magic, you’d think they would tell you who the players were? Or 
something about what Etta had said about bad vibes?  
 Aha! Way up on the high shelf. Dad’s duffel bag didn’t look right. It didn’t look 
empty. Why would her mom put it there? Of all places, somewhere he could find it? Come 
on!   
 She thought about making a mountain of all his shoes and standing on it to reach the 
bag, but he might actually explode if even one of them was bent. So she pulled a footstool 
from the end of the bed where they piled magazines and used that.  
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 When she opened it, the chest was there. Mom hadn’t taken anything out. It seemed 
like it was too easy.  
 “Whatcha doin?”  
 Naya jumped a foot at the sound of Nico’s voice behind her. For a half second she’d 
thought it was her dad. Paranoia was no joke. And Nico had lowered his voice to scare her.  
 “Nothing!”  
 “Don’t look like nothing.” He leaned against the door frame on his phone.  
 “Now you wanna talk?” She gave him full-power attitude. 
 “No,” he snapped, retreating. His door slammed shut. He turned his music up so loud 
it nearly shook the whole house. Dad would lose his mind about it if he were home. What if 
the neighbors complained?  
 Whatever. She didn’t have time to worry about his melodrama right now. 
 Just then, some sound that didn’t track with Nico’s music caught her attention. Her 
hands stilled for a second on the oil-dipped feather and spell book. She thrust them under the 
bed behind one of her mom’s plastic crates, before peeking through the curtain to get a look 
at the street again.  
 No cars she didn’t recognize as belonging to the neighbors.  
 A bang made her heart thud against her rib cage. It sounded like it came from 
downstairs. There was no one downstairs. There should be no one downstairs.  
 Naya rifled through the chest quickly, willing her spirit power or whatever to find 
something useful. Something answered her, but it also made her hesitate: the jar with the 
heavy soil in it, the life within that seemed…off. And another thing that was about the size of 
an avocado seed. The pull of the High John had felt different, ecstatic. The right-ness of the 
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junebug wings as she coated the root in them echoed that. This was something else entirely, 
something draining.  
 She grabbed the little jar and the seed and noticed a carving in the seed. A swirly type 
of symbol or word she didn’t understand. Hopefully, it wasn’t something she needed to 
pronounce. There wasn’t enough time to come up with a spell either, to make something with 
this seed and dirt. She didn’t know how to hurt with this.  
 The carving wasn’t a funnel like the one she’d used from the book, but her magic 
seemed to blink very slowly at it, like it was a rabbit watching the approach of a coyote. A 
dangerous power was contained in this.  
 The second vial of oil she had no clue about, but grabbed it up anyway. Almost 
anything burned if you set it on fire right? Then she could blame some kitchen mishap for 
what was surely about to be the total destruction of her kitchen. Her mom couldn’t blame her 
for using magic to protect their home right?  
 But clearly someone had the audacity to break in, and be magical, giving her yet 
something else to possibly get in trouble for. “Naya you made sure the door was locked 
right?” and “Naya you didn’t hear nothing?” Maybe that was just her nerves talking. There 
was no way she could get in trouble for this. What if the person had a gun or something? Not 
that her dad hadn’t showed her how to use one as soon as he thought she was old enough. It 
scared her then and she didn’t want to think about it now either. She wasn’t sure where her 
dad had hidden it anyway. 
 Nico’s heavy bass covered her movements as she moved out of her parents’ bedroom 
like a thief in her own house. They were in the kitchen. She had a feeling it wouldn’t be the 
pleasant surprise of finding Granny Mabel making pancakes this time.  
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 From behind the wall at the top of the stairs Naya could feel a certain buzz in the air, 
the field of magic. This wasn’t as huge as Cerise’s circle of death, but firm and steady 
compared to her grandmother’s. This meant that it was no ordinary burglar. What if it was 
the bad thing that Etta had warned her about?   
 Well, if it was her time to go, she’d do it fighting. She surprised herself with that 
response; she’d always been sure she would just cower in terror in a situation like this.  
 Yep, way new person. Man, everyone should go to a protest. 
 At least she still had her protection spell that was now so ingrained that she was 
hardly conscious of it anymore. She poked her head around the corner to find…nothing. 
Someone was going through the kitchen though, she was sure of it.  
 Naya crept down the stairs and hid herself around the corner in the living room. On 
the back of the wall that separated it from the kitchen.  
 “I know you’re there.” A man, a stranger in her house! She fought the urge to scream, 
but that would just bring her brother down here and that was the least smart thing she could 
do. So she didn’t respond.  
 “I’m here to help you,” he said.  
 Naya laughed out loud then clapped a hand over her mouth. Yeah right! She wasn’t 
falling for that! How dumb did this guy think she was? Help her with what?  
 “You can’t do anything with what you’re holding. Do you know that?”  
 By this time, Naya had a pretty good idea of where he was, and had grabbed the 
nearest blunt object—a small potted plant from the end table near the staircase—to chuck at 
his head. She couldn’t tell how tall he was so would just have to guess.  
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 Here goes nothing, she thought as she dashed to her right and heaved the pot at a 
slightly upward angle, aiming for the five foot ten range. She got the tiniest glimpse of him 
before making a run for the front door. Big old dreadlocks pulled back in a ponytail, jeans, a 
tee-shirt, definitely taller than five-ten, and clearly in good shape for his age. There was no 
sign of a cloak, but everything about him said that he knew about the forces that played 
underneath the surface of everyday human life as well, just like her Granny Mabel did. And 
that’s when she decided on flight. 
 He’d caught the pot and set it on the counter since she didn’t hear the crash of her 
breaking the microwave. Magic rule number one: never assume your enemy will duck on 
instinct. Rule number two: don’t assume old people are slow. His body now blocked her exit 
somehow.  
 The man stepped forward and raised his arm in her direction. An arc of red shot out 
and made a splat of something red and gross-looking all over the glass sliding door directly 
behind her. She’d ducked just in time, her shield warming faintly, expanding.  
 “Aw come on man! My mom’s gonna kill me!” Naya, actually pissed off now, 
screamed at him. The thumping of Nico’s bass surely still drowned her out.  
 “Not if I do first.” Then he smiled at her, like with all his teeth. That was too much, 
nu-uh, nope, hell no. 
 She backed away toward the door, nearly running backwards as he took calm, 
calculated steps forward. She didn’t dare take her eyes off him. But he didn’t do whatever he 
had just done again with that laser red light thing. With her hand behind her back, she 
fumbled the door open and slipped through, stumbling down the two stairs from the small 
deck to the ground.   
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 Then he shot at her again, not red. Green. Naya dodged to the right to avoid it. She 
felt the heat of the magic as it just missed her left shoulder. Her protection spell sort of flared 
out to shield her just in case. She landed with a whump on her right side. He wasn’t out of 
her range, so she threw the vial of oil at him.  
 She had never been so happy to be right. A brilliant flash of color engulfed him, like a 
sunset falling over his whole body. Then, a plume of dark smoke billowed up around him, 
and for a second, she thought that maybe she’d won.  
 But before Naya could tell if it would actually enter his mouth like a demon from 
Supernatural and at least slow him down, it vanished. A panicked sound escaped her throat 
when she saw the hunch of his back, the rolling of his shoulders, him still coming for her. He 
shot another bolt at her, green again, and this time she was too shocked to throw her body out 
of the way.  
 The stream of green hit her square in the chest and she yelped. She felt her suit of 
armor sort of absorb it, but then the spear burst through. Her balance failed and she fell to her 
knees, winded by the impact. But she noticed there was no pain. She felt silly for the sound 
she’d just made, surprised at how unnecessary it was.  
         Naya rubbed the spot where the light hit her. It might bruise, but she would live. She 
tried to stand up, but her body, her very veins, were bowled over by something fiery flowing 
through them. 
         “Ungh, what the—” 
         She couldn’t stand! She made it to her hands and knees, her body shaking with the 
effort. The last time she felt this way was after trying to recapture her youthful ten-year old 
mile time of a perfect eight minutes. She wasn’t out of breath anymore, she wasn’t writhing 
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in inconceivable pain from her air-deprived lungs. Her blood simply felt like lightning, and 
that certainly meant she would die any second now. But it could definitely feel worse.  
 “That’s a normal side effect of this boost. It’ll wear off in a few minutes.” 
         Ponytail stood over her, looming tall and blocking the sunlight. At least Naya 
wouldn’t have to squint in the face of death; how embarrassing would that be? This way she 
could look it in the annoying amused eye, and say, “Huh? Boost?” 
         He didn’t seem like the type of person who wanted to watch things die a slow and 
painful death, as was clearly her fate, but he crouched beside her. Up close, she could see that 
he wore his sharp facial features like a mask. Or she had become even worse at reading facial 
expressions. 
         “High John stunner. Green. Medium range, level of difficulty six. This will give you 
confidence to fight like you have some sense, but goes wrong easily. Too much confidence.” 
He gave a wide smile that was weirdly the opposite of the last time he bared his teeth in her 
direction.  
         He said words, but Naya had no idea what he meant. Was this some weird kidnapping 
thing where he would take her to his lair and fatten her up before killing her, but in the 
warrior way? This made no sense. 
 “Zeke! That’s enough!” 
         Naya felt so mad she could probably take him, no magic. Granny! Seriously, what the 
hell?  
 She hadn’t spoken to her Granny about anything in a few days, was under the 
impression the old woman was mad at her, but she was the one keeping secrets and giving 
out info like a substitute teacher, unsure where the class was at in the book. At the beginning!  
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         Nevertheless, Granny Mabel knew this psycho dude. “Granny?! Help!” What else 
could she have done in that moment? But she did recognize that maybe he wasn’t going to 
kill her after all. 
         “She’s fine. Strong, just like you said.” Zeke turned his head and by that time, Naya’s 
body had stopped shaking so much, she thought she could probably stand up soon. 
         Instead of testing that little theory out first, she made a wild diving motion toward 
Zeke’s calves, using her feet to spring like a cat. He didn’t even budge and on top of that, his 
legs felt as hard as concrete. Who even had muscles like that?! She frowned. 
 “Naya, stand up,” her grandmother said. “This is Zeke. He won’t hurt you, but he 
don’t know when to quit.” She punched him in the shoulder and he rubbed it like it actually 
hurt him, but grinned.  
 Naya jumped up, her eyes bulged, but she resisted the urge to run into her Granny’s 
arms. Something about this situation suggested that she ‘act her age’ like grown folks were 
always telling kids. But seriously her Granny introduced her to someone who apparently had 
abilities just as powerful, or more than her own. No one could blame her for wanting to hide 
behind her grandmother’s metaphorical skirts. 
         “I taught you what you can do with the roots, but this here community member got to 
show you something else,” Granny Mabel continued. 
 Naya looked back and forth between the two adults, then back at the garden, then up 




 “So I can do both?”  
         “With time yes. Though it’s not common, you aren’t the only conjure-mage I’ve 
trained. You’ll get better.” Zeke looked like he would put his hand on her shoulder, but 
thought better of it and rubbed his temple instead. 
 “Right,” she’d said.  
 For the last thirty minutes they’d been showing Naya what ‘manifesting spirit’ looked 
like. Big magic. It mostly like rays of light that turned into rotten tomato paste that was like 
acid, and blue firecrackers that caused something like paralysis, but looked like embers that 
would surely catch the entirety of Riverside on fire if Naya hadn’t been putting them out 
immediately with the water hose, just really drenching the spots where they’d landed. That is, 
when they weren’t hitting her. The blue wasn’t that serious. The red you should clearly 
avoid. The bright white, you couldn’t get hit with.  
 Naya only got hit twice, and those were both meant to knockdown or knockout. She 
didn’t get smacked by any of the more serious magic Zeke threw either. He obviously wasn’t 
doing the white light or anything that would hurt her, but he didn’t say what each was for, so 
she couldn’t be scared of one more than another. Better just avoid all of them. He’d 
explained that a lot of manifested spirit wasn’t on the human spectrum of vision. So much for 
color theory helping her out then.  
 She was exhausted now, and epically relieved her brother was having an all-day pity 
party for himself, locked up in his room with his blackout curtain. And information overload 
was a real thing. She’d sorted out this much: Zeke had fled upstate when the group dissolved. 
It had been him, Granny Mabel, Etta, Cerise, and freaking Pastor Allen!  
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 The vine had maybe been an image, not an actual vine. She thought Zeke would 
know, maybe her Granny, but she was too unsettled to bring up what she saw that day. She 
didn’t know why this idea was so frightening to her, and maybe she had it all wrong.  
 But there was no doubt anymore that Pastor Allen could do all sorts of things, not just 
lead a church full of anti-gay people into pressuring the city to close down one of the only 
safe public spaces for queer teens. He could do big magic like Zeke. Bigger even, since Zeke 
hadn’t been able to stop him years back.  
 Granny Mabel and Zeke had told her that Gene basically wanted to end the world, 
press the big red button, by using some piece of lost magic. Zeke disagreed about using it 
that way. In the end, they fought. They’d kept it well hidden, and that was most of the reason 
for the church’s remodeling right before Granny Mabel left. Naya wondered how much her 
parents knew about this stuff for real now, and if it had been the whole reason they’d stopped 
going to New Foundations. Did her mother just not want to believe so she didn’t? That 
sounded like her, Naya thought.  
 Granny Mabel had been more revealing than ever. Naya thought Granny could sense 
her granddaughter at the end of her rope with how little information she was being given. So 
she said, “Etta and Cerise sided with Gene, and Zeke had to handle it. I was no help, really. I 
had to take care of Gaila.” She hung her head down at this as if she was ashamed.  
 This made Naya feel sad. Duh, take care of your kid, but Naya was too into the story. 
“So what happened?”  




 “Which was?”  
 “The Word of God.”  
 “Seriously?”  
 “Oh it’s real, baby girl. And real dangerous. Could tear up this whole world.”  
 “And he has it now?”  
 Zeke just looked at Granny Mabel.  
 Naya made her face super innocent. Expectant, but not demanding. Big doe eyes and 
pursed lips.  
 “You have it now, sweetheart.”  
 It felt like hours could have passed. Days even, before Naya spoke again. “What?”  
 Granny Mabel shook her head. “We were all going to the church back then. Your 
parents didn’t know what kinda folks these was until Gene started ‘performing miracles’ and 
speaking in tongues.” She used the air quotes for the first part; clearly this was him using big 
magic. “They didn’t like the direction it was heading. I tried to talk to your mother about 
what was happening, but she wouldn’t listen. I don’t suppose I’d earned her trust though.”  
 “So one Sunday, I don’t know if you remember this, but Sister Helen started speaking 
in tongues. Gene got real interested. Too interested. He stopped the whole damn sermon. I 
knew he’d done something. I tried to spin something right there, something to give me some 
insight. And your parents looked at me like I had gone crazy when I pulled out what I had on 
me. Put part of a bee right under my tongue, and used a couple more roots to help me see 
better.”  
 “Oh my God!” Naya did remember this now. It all seemed so clear. Her and Nico had 
been on the other side of her parents so she didn’t get a look at Granny Mabel doing any of it. 
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She’d been kind of scared, but also entranced by Sister Helen speaking in tongues. To her 
child-brain it seemed like it could be understood if only would slow down.  
 “So you see why I had to go. I’m so sorry baby.”  
 Naya nodded. Dad told Nico about devil worship because it was the only thing he 
could say. He didn’t have a magical context like mom did. Mom knew what Granny Mabel 
was doing, maybe suspected what Pastor Allen was going, but that seemed unlikely.  
 “Was Zeke…I mean, were you…? 
 “I was there. I tried to stop him, but he pulled that old woman’s spirit right out of her. 
Right there.” Zeke’s face, all jawline and nose, saddened. He didn’t want to hurt people, 
Naya could see that plainly.  
 Then Naya closed her eyes. It had been her mom who had kicked Granny out. She 
would have known just what Granny Mabel was doing. It must have been. This was too 
much. She had wanted to know for so long and now she did and it was too much.  
 Might as well have it all then. “I have what Granny?”  
 “The Word was coming out of that woman. I took it and gave it to Mabel,” Zeke said.  
 “How did you? No, you know, don’t actually tell me that.” Naya waved her hand in 
front of her face.  
 “Then I gave it to you. Hid it from Gene all these years.”  
 Naya thought she might throw up. There was something…in her. That her 
grandmother put there of all people. Not even to protect her, but to protect it. Something 
magic and dangerous, and Pastor Allen wanted it, and who knew what was wrong with him. 
Besides being the leader of the mob who closed down Q-Town. The building all boarded up 
flashed through her mind and she made herself open her eyes again just to erase that image.  
144 
 “We should go,” Zeke said, looking at his watch, trying not to look at Naya’s face.  
 “Wait, aren’t you staying here? Mom and Dad said,” Naya said. This strange tug-of-
war: wanting to disappear into the earth itself so no one could find her and ask her what all 
this magic meant, wanting to push her grandmother away for doing this—wanting to crawl 
into her grandmother’s lap even though she was the one who’d given her this, this all-
powerful thing.  
 “Not tonight. Tell them I’ll be back at some point to get my things. This is Zeke’s 
place.” She pressed a folded piece of paper into Naya’s palm. “Oh, and before I forget…” 
Granny gave Naya a smart thwack upside the head, nothing to hurt, but enough to surprise.  
 “Ow!”  
 “That’s for not listening. I can tell something is up with your power. Too much. Like 
it leaning to one side. Rest.” The last word came out like a cactus, prickly and stinging.  
 “Yeah, ok, I’m sorry. I tried to…” 
 Granny Mabel got up from her spot on the back porch. “Oh I know what you was 
trying. Don’t think now you know some stuff you can do it all. Don’t get too big britches 
now you hear?”  
 “Yes ma’am,” Naya said. Had she ever been this tired in her life?  
# 
 Naya took off her headphones when her mom barged in. The sudden movement 
startled her and she jumped, unmooring Gigi from her lap. A sketchpad and microns sat in 
front of her. She’d had her back mostly to the door, drowning her revelations in angsty rock 
and emo-hip-hop, taking a cue from her brother who only turned his music down when their 
parents got home.  
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 “You ok?” Gaila asked. 
 “Yeah, you just scared me is all. Just tired.”  
 “Well, dinner’s ready, come on.” Her mom turned around to go.  
 “Wait. Mom?”  
 “Hmm?” 
 Naya took a big breath. “I know I’m in trouble, but Jersey invited me out to art walk. 
And if Dante were here, we’d all be going together. It’s the first one where we know one of 
the people. Kerry, that track girl. She’s really talented and we wanna go support her. Please? 
Just an hour. Two max.”  
 Gaila narrowed her eyes and considered for a full minute, staring at Naya like she was 
trying to figure out what the lie was. Kerry? In track? Talent? But her nose wrinkled and her 
brow furrowed and Naya felt at once proud and disgusted with herself. When had she gotten 
so good at lying right to her mom’s face? And using Dante to do it? Girl.  
 He would not approve.  
 “You just said you were tired,” her mom finally answered.  
 “I know, but I want to do this. Please. I’ll even bring Nico if you want.” 
 Gaila shook her head. “Not with that ankle.”  
 “So that’s a yes?”  
 “Ask your dad. And if he says yes, he’s driving you there and back.” 
 Before going downstairs, Naya checked to make sure Nico was already down there. 
Then she went into her parents’ room and stashed the oiled feather and the book in a bag in 




 On the way, her Dad did something weird. Talked her ear off. Mostly about art 
school, college. He only really ever said this stuff to Nico about basketball and his science 
stuff, so she was surprised and a little embarrassed. She felt bad lying to him, but she just 
knew he’d explode about the magic stuff. Weird that her mom let her leave the house, 
considering everything. She knew it wasn’t about the devil. This made Naya mad all over 
again but she did her best to maintain a normal teen nonchalance as her father talked. She 
responded well enough since he didn’t have to get her attention. Maybe letting her out was 
some kind of test, but Naya couldn’t figure out what.  
 He pulled up by Java Café. “Your mom said to trust you, so we are. This is for your 
art you said. I’ll be back here at 9:30pm sharp.” No need for ‘and you better be here’. 
 She couldn’t help but go over everything in her head as her Dad chattered on. The 
only thing Granny Mabel didn’t tell Naya was how she’d gotten involved with all them. Zeke 
had said that by the end, Gene only stood for the reversal of power, him and his followers on 
top, and that wasn’t right. All this Naya found perplexing, like she’d entered the movie 
theater with plenty of time, but the feature film somehow started without her anyway. Granny 
Mabel trusted Zeke with her life, she’d said. But not Etta, not Cerise, and it had become quite 
clear that Gene would throw them all under the bus if they got in his way. Etta and Cerise 
hadn’t thought so.  
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 But then, if Etta was actually on Pastor Allen’s side, why would she have been so 
nice to Naya, read her tarot for free? Not a favor to her old friend. And Cerise was still a total 
mystery. She had been so quiet, scared, like someone praying for all their troubles to just go 
away. Now that Naya knew it must have been Pastor Allen on the other line, she was angry. 
Jersey level angry. Something needed to be done. But was she the one to do it?  
 Cerise shouldn’t be putting up with that nonsense. Naya couldn’t figure out why all 
these adults couldn’t just get it together. They were so much older than she was. It didn’t 
make sense for them to be fighting like this, like they were playing a hidden object game. 






 She found Jersey in the back corner of Java Café, perched on the armrest of a wide 
yellow couch, which must have been cute at some point. Far from that now.  
 “So what’s this story I won’t believe?” Jersey asked, handing Naya a well-timed iced 
caramel sugar-overload in a cup.  
 She’d texted Jersey earlier, yes art walk, gotta beg the parentals. you will never 
believe what just happened to me with my you-know-what…tell you when I see you. Side-eye 
emoji.  
 Jersey had written back, !!! wtffff what is it?!  
 “I…” Naya actually didn’t know how to start. They were walking down University 
Ave. which was half-closed off to host vendors and booths where people displayed their 
work. It was a really cool scene, but Naya didn’t feel like she fit in with the other art punks in 
her school. Maybe that would change next year when high school started. When she would 
shed all her insecurities and stop caring so hard about what people thought of her. Her whole 
stomach clenched. “I’m a full and total witch, with spirit plant powers, and Pastor Allen is 
one too and is probably plotting my death. Thought you should know if we’re gonna be 
friends. If you believe in that kinda thing.”  
 Naya didn’t know how Jersey would take it. That wasn’t every single detail, just in 
case, but it was more than enough. They obviously put some faith into tarot readings—Jersey 
wasn’t the type who gave away five dollars for laughs. Would they laugh? Would they tell 
her she was actually crazy and to get out of their face? 
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 “Well, your Granny is one too, right? What she did in front of us at the hospital?” 
Jersey looked away, but then forced Naya to keep eye contact. “That’s witchcraft, real 
Voodoo stuff. My dad…my dad used to tell me about his dad who did it and lived in 
Alabama or somewhere.”  
 “Is that why you believe in tarot?” 
 Jersey got distracted by the nearest art stall, a graphic novel booth. They spent a few 
minutes in silence looking at the full color printouts for “Grizzly Girl: Volume 1—
Takedown.” They were beautiful and Naya wished for a moment that this was a completely 
normal outing where she could afford to get lost downtown with Jersey looking at gorgeous 
art.  
 “He wasn’t very nice, but he taught me how to read people a lot. We’d go out for ice 
cream or something, and he would point to a random person and ask me what I could tell 
about them.” They shrugged. “It was fun sometimes.” 
 “Etta is for real then?”  
 Jersey nodded. “That old bat can read the tarot of a stop sign and believe what she’s 
saying. That’s all it is. Knowing what the cards mean, and then believing you’re the type who 
can see people. Or see the future.”  
 Naya nodded, too excited now that Jersey wasn’t freaking out on her, that they 
seemed to be taking her quite seriously. Take that Mom! Psh, ‘not real’ my ass, Naya 
thought.  
 “Cool,” Naya said, then paused at another booth. She took a second to appreciate the 
silky feeling of caramel-laced caffeine running through her body before sucking the rest 
down and chucking it. Jersey still held theirs with two hands, savoring.  
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 “There’s something else.” Naya stopped, stood so she was blocking a stall from view, 
her front facing Etta’s and Q-Town. “I need to ask Etta what she knows about manifesting 
spirit.”  
 Jersey’s brow wrinkled. “What’s that? And I thought we were…” They gestured to 
the stall, leaning purposefully to the side to make a point that Naya was in the way.  
 “It’s what I can do apparently. Just put it out there, without the plants. My Granny 
brought over her friend Zeke, some old dude who can literally, I mean actually-literally 
throw light or something, and that’s what he called it. He said it was the same stuff I can—I 
could do if I tried—just pushing it out or something.”  
 Jersey’s eyes got wide like they were witnessing something horrifying. And Naya 
supposed they were. This wasn’t exactly your everyday revelation to your best friend’s other 
best friend. “That’s wild. Show me?”  
 Naya knew it was a question, but also weirdly took it as a challenge. A new brand of 
nervous introduced itself to her, keeping up with the butterflies banging against her stomach, 
but now fire alarms rang in her ears. No. What?! She couldn’t show Jersey anything. She 
only had one attempt on her and she didn’t even know how that had turned out the first time, 
considering, you know, she’d fainted.  
 But she couldn’t exactly ditch Jersey to do the spell if she was going to go through 
with what she was thinking. She’d need them to help her get in after they got past the fence 
around Q-Town. 
 Naya glanced around. “When we get to Etta’s then.”  
   
  
151 
 Two blocks back and three over and they would be there. Naya would ask about 
Zeke, about Pastor Allen, about why they were apparently on his side. Though if she could 
figure out what he was planning she could… 
 God! What had gotten into her? What did she think she could do? What was this 
heroic ish? This was not her place.  
 Jersey had quieted down considerably, scrolling on her phone as she walked, still 
sipping the remains of her drink. Had Naya been weird back there, taking the lead? 
 Oddly this street was deserted, and from here, Naya and Jersey could see the pink 
curtains, could see the emerald green lights of “Etta’s Emporium” lit up for the first time. 
They could see Etta and Cerise, in her blue coat, standing right near the front door. They 
could see the white hot light flash just before the corner burst into black smoke.  
# 
 Her dad’s told her this a million times. Never run into a burning building no matter 
who or what is in there. It’s not worth your life.  
 Except when it was, she thought, as she ran across the street and movie-jumped 
through the hole where the front door hung off its hinges. She could hear Jersey yelling her 
name from outside. “Come on!” Naya screamed back at them.  
 “Naya, get the fuck out of there!” Jersey yelled. Something about the fear in their 
voice made Naya listen. Duh, Jersey was right. She wasn’t equipped for that at all. She heard 





 Jersey grabbed Naya by the arm and pulled her away. They didn’t stop until they’d 
gotten a good six blocks away in the direction of the freeway and Naya’s house, rather than 
further into downtown toward Jersey’s. “What the fuck was that?”  
 “I have no idea, I swear. It was like I thought I was fireproof or something. I needed 
Etta to tell me something so bad. I don’t know. I don’t know.” She shook her head like she 
was trying to clear it. Something had come over her back there that should have left her 
feeling shaken and ready to quit right this minute. But Dante. The spell. 
 “Look I ain’t saying shit to the cops. I’m out.” Jersey started to walk away and Naya 
had to choose.  
 She grabbed their hand to get their attention. “Wait, wait. Come with me real quick?”  
 “What? Where? It’s getting late.” 
 “I want to go check out Q-Town.”  
 Jersey rolled their eyes, annoyed. “There’s a fence up now genius.”  
 Naya couldn’t even be mad. She was being a pain. “We could hop it.” Naya tried to 
make her voice sound casual, her gaze on the pavement, but she was nervous. Jersey seemed 
tough, but Naya suspected she might be an actual cinnamon roll.  
 Then, Jersey sucked in a deep breath and put their hands on their thin hips. “Yeah. Ok 
Henderson. What’s gotten into you?”  
 Naya’s mouth didn’t work for a second. This was the cutest she’d ever thought Jersey 
looked.  
 “Oh, you know, typical teenage rebellious streak I guess.” Naya took the first steps 
toward the church, which all of a sudden looked a lot scarier now, and her center.   
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 “Good,” Jersey grinned, catching up.  
 “What did you need to know from Etta anyway?” Jersey asked, after they’d carefully 
retraced their steps to avoid all cop and emergency vehicles, which were quickly bordering 
the streets in yellow caution tape.  
 “I tried to do a spell to get Dante back,” Naya said quietly, nearly a whisper.  
 “You did what?!” Jersey said, their voice incredulous. “You do spells now?”  
 Naya shrugged. “Granny did most of the work for the first two.”  
 “That was three then? Wow.”  
 Naya found she could for once understand Jersey’s tone. Somewhat in disbelief 
because obviously who wouldn’t be. There was some leftover annoyance, some high-pitched 
fear they couldn’t pound down, and something Naya guessed was curiosity.  
 “What time is it?” Naya asked. Jersey pulled out their phone and said, “8:45pm.” 
 “Shit.”  
 “Curfew? Mine’s ten.”  
 “Lucky,” Naya said. “Supposed to meet my Dad at Java at 9:30pm.”  
 The fence loomed before them, about the height of a typical door. Jersey eyed it. 
“Could call it off. Though, no guard, it seems. Church slacking big time,” Jersey said, 
waiting for Naya’s cue. 
 “It’s for Dante,” Naya said. 




 Naya put her hands and one foot on the fence, testing the pull on her newly freed 
wrist. This would kind of suck, but she was too close to let this stop her. After two failed 
tries, where Jersey did not so much as crack a smile in jest, Naya flipped herself over the top 
and dismounted shakily. 
 “Naya!” Nico stood not five feet away from her leaning hard on his crutches.  
 She so did not have time for this right now! “Oh my God, go home! Pact in super-
super serious effect. Like in the backyard,” she reminded him. 
 He narrowed his eyes at her. “What are you doing?”  
 “Why are you here?” She countered. “Go away, Nico. I’m serious.”  
 “What? You literally can’t stop me.” He threw his crutches to the ground and started 
climbing the fence, one leg hanging free, his other limbs quite athletically scaling the fence. 
 “Watch me,” Naya growled. She waited on the Q-Town side of the fence, tried to 
push her brother’s weight back on the other side. It was a silent struggle, just in case 
someone decided to come around the corner to check out the noise. Luckily everyone seemed 
good and distracted by the bomb. Naya cringed on the inside, annoyed by her callousness but 
more so by her stupid brother.  
 “Just let him come down, Christ! We’re gonna get caught,” Jersey hissed.  
 Naya stepped back and didn’t offer to help him make a smooth transition from the 
fence to the ground. There was space enough just underneath the fence where he pulled his 
crutches through and nodded to Naya to lead the way.   
 “We’re starting a sit down,” Naya offered, though she was pissed. Nico didn’t need to 
know what she was really doing. 
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 When they got to the door, it was locked. “Does the bobby pin thing actually work?” 
Naya asked.  
 Jersey shrugged. “Dunno, never done it. I could try.” 
 Naya stepped forward and held her phone over the door handle for extra light. The 
city had shut off all the power to the building. Even the motion detector light that was usually 
stuck on ‘on’ had blinked out.  
 “Aye!” Someone shouted. “Get away from there! This is private property.” 
 “Shiiiiit balls,” Jersey jiggled with more ferocity, adjusted the bobby pin. 
 “Hurry up!” Naya hissed.  
 A tall Slender Man-looking dude stood on the other side of the fence holding a 
flashlight and a nightstick. He had an afro cut in a way that made him look unnaturally taller 
and thinner. Guess the patrol had finally shown up. The church had to protect its equipment, 
she supposed.  
When he realized they weren’t moving at all, he started to climb the fence. Fast. 
“Damn kids. Isn’t there a curfew for y’all or something?” His voice sounded authoritative, 
but not like he would actually hurt them. That didn’t make him any less creepy or make Naya 
any less scared of getting caught.  
 “How is—” 
 The door clicked and Jersey all but fell on the floor inside. They scrambled up and 
dashed into the walkway. Naya wasted no time, but took a minute to look behind her. Nico’s 
face was determined, but worried. He hadn’t signed up to be chased on a weak ankle. Oh 
well, he shouldn’t have followed her. How did he even get down here anyway? She’d figure 
that out later.  
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 “Stop!” The security guard landed on his feet, and in one smooth burst, launched 
himself at the door after them.  
 “To the game room!” She screamed ahead. 
 Jersey took the appropriate right turn. Nico’s body kept going straight due to 
momentum and he skidded to a stop to change course.  
It was just for a second, but Naya thought she glimpsed the future in the now empty 
living room where she’d celebrated this place not that long ago. It was a different living 
room, a different version of Q-Town that flashed in front of her eyes. She almost crashed into 
the game room wall. It wasn’t a true vision, not a for real picture. Rather, the feeling 
reminded her of being in her backyard, in the garden alone with her hands in the dirt. Such 
peace enveloped her, that she knew she was meant to be here in this moment even if it was a 
break-in. Such peace nearly got her caught. 
“Wait!” The security guard yelled. 
Jersey screeched and tried to stop running. They flailed their arms trying to keep 
balance. Naya bumped into them and Nico crashed into her and they all slid down a dirt ramp 
where the floor used to be.  
 Naya rolled over on her side. Felt that all her parts were intact, something she was 
bitter about becoming used to, and called out everyone’s name. Everyone. Geez. It should 
just be her down here.  
 “Ungh,” Jersey groaned. “What the actual fuck? That better be your leg and not some 
damn basement monster. Also there’s a damn basement?!” 
 “Thanks for asking, I’m perfectly fine,” Nico said.  
 Naya shoved Nico off her and they all stood up blinking through dust.  
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 From what Naya could tell, they were underneath Q-Town now. She knew that if this 
was the game room, the front door was right through a solid chunk of hard-packed dirt. There 
was no way they were getting through that. 
 A bright light cut through the darkness. The security guard! Naya had almost 
forgotten about him. She briefly wondered if she’d bumped her head and somehow hadn’t 
realized the pain yet. 
 “Hey, are you kids alright?”  
 Naya grabbed Jersey’s hand, silencing them from answering flippantly. They’d rolled 
straight ahead and got up somewhere out of direct sight from the edge of the crevice. She 
nudged Nico with her foot to back up and he did, also quiet. Smart kid. 
 “Look, I ain’t about to come down there, have no sexual harassment bullshit on my 
back just for doing my job. I’m gonna call the boss man.” 
 Jersey’s glare returned full force and they took a step forward. Naya knew they spent 
a lot of time arguing with dudes on the internet about that hashtag.  
 Naya tugged them back, but let go of Jersey’s hand.  
 “Seriously, if you’re alive, just throw something up here.” 
 Naya’s eyes were adjusted to the dark now. She shrugged at Nico. He picked up a 
small rock. He got so close to the spotlight on the floor, Naya was sure he’d see their exact 
position. The rock sailed through the air and hit the guard right in the chest.  
 “Cool. Don’t go nowhere now.” The flashlight turned away from them, leaving them 
in the pitch black. 
 They waited a solid few minutes before assuring themselves that he had gone.  
 “I was aiming for his face,” Nico said. 
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 Naya took this time to orient herself and look around more closely. The hole was too 
steep to just climb back up, even if they had some help from the top, so she didn’t bother 
with thinking this would be easy.  
 The way to the front door and the main road was directly ahead of her. To her left 
was a pathway, and to her right more wall. The slope they’d fallen down taunted her from 
behind.  
 “This way,” she said, speaking up, trying to recall how dire this situation might end 
up being. That guard clearly wasn’t interested in their welfare. And she was pretty sure his 
boss would call the cops. Or worse, what if boss man was Pastor Allen? He’d know right 
away she had this Word, he just would. That’s how the universe worked.  
 Her dad would be furious and it had been a long, long time since either of her parents 
had spanked her, but they always said she was never too old. Inside, she cringed at the idea 
of being blamed for any of this. Truly, it wasn’t her choice. Well, not this last part where she 
had actual freaking magic in her body.  
 “Right, going down the dark and creepy tunnel in a basement we ain’t even know 
about. If I die first, I swear!” Nico waved his crutch in a circle, narrowly missing Jersey who 
glared back at him. 
 Naya giggled. She couldn’t help herself. It was so him.  
 “I’m dead serious.” He paused as they walked, slowly admittedly. What little light 
that entered from the windows in the game room illuminated the spot where they’d fallen in. 
It wasn’t that far behind them. They could still go back. Wait for help. 
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“We don’t know what could be down here,” Nico continued. “It could be anything.” 
 “Well how else are we going to get out. They wouldn’t have dug all this and not had 
another exit,” Jersey added. 
 “Mm, true true.”  
 But his voice shook nonetheless and Naya felt like Dante would have understood if 
she’d just re-hopped the fence and met her dad at Java Café like she was supposed to. Didn’t 
look like she was gonna pass that test now. Not that she wasn’t pretty damn scared just then. 
She was. It was just that she felt fairly confident about what she’d do in any given situation, 
even if the magic part wasn’t fully there. Predicting other people’s actions was much harder.  
 She pulled out her phone and just as she suspected, she had no signal. Couldn’t call 
anyone for help.  
 “Me neither.” Jersey imitated her.  
 “Nada,” Nico said.  
 Soon they entered a different chamber. Naya guessed they’d walked fifty feet. A 
prickly sensation went up the backs of her calves, as if a cold wind had blown just around her 
feet. The chamber seemed empty, but mistaking something you couldn’t see as harmless 
didn’t mean it wasn’t. Directly across from them was another doorway, smaller this time.  
 Naya hurried to be first. No one was about to get hurt on her account. Stairs. Leading 
down even further. In a spiral. She was really starting to worry now. Nothing ever good came 
out of walking down into a dark, dank secret basement in the middle of the city. On top of 
that, the walls looked about to crumble. This had been built a lot earlier than Q-Town, earlier 
than the church too, if she remembered her decades correctly.  
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The air felt heavier down here, and that chill returned to graze the back of her neck 
like a caress. Something down here must have magic like hers. For a second she felt like she 
was being led into a trap, like fate pushed her along like a log in the river’s current.  
 “Well,” she held out her hand and tried to ignore the fact that it shook a little, “ok 
look, you don’t have to do this. I can’t protect you. Either of you.”  
 “Girl, I don’t need no protection. I bet whatever’s down here can’t Dougie, Cha-Cha, 
or any of that. So I’m good.” Nico said offhandedly. And there it was—her brother was as 
gay as she was. His jokes about Dante’s body, that cute boy running after him…his 
injury…the look on his face. 
 “Oh my God. Nico! Why didn’t you tell me?!” She spun around to face him, Jersey 
stopped abruptly right behind him.  
 “What?” They both said in unison, which made Naya want to laugh but also scream.  
 “That…that you’re,” she eyed Jersey then started over. “You told me all that stuff 
when you first came back because you wanted me to know…about you.” She emphasized 
every single word and looked at him from head to toe as if she had x-ray vision. Then, 
surprised again. “You knew about me?” She pointed to herself.  
 Nico didn’t respond at first, just stared at her like she was stupid.  
 “Yes, good, we’re all gay as charged and going to hell, can we please keep moving?” 
Jersey shooed Naya and Nico.  
 “Everyone knew about you,” Nico snort-laughed.  
 She grabbed his wrist before he took another step. “No. No more jokes to make it feel 
like it’s ok. None of this is ok. Granny told me, no showed me actually, how I can make 
things happen with plants and stuff. Etta, and who knows if we can even trust her now, told 
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me I have to ‘let go’ whatever that means. And I’m the one with something literally in my 
body. I can’t….do this. And I can’t just let you walk into...whatever. I love you stupid.” 
 That was a lot for everyone. No one said anything so Naya just kept going down the 
staircase. When they got to the bottom they were jumpy, nervous. 
What had looked like a door from above, revealed itself to be an arch painted on the 
brick itself. Vines wrapped themselves around two pillars on either side of what should have 
been an entrance. Two bucks were entangled in a conflict, while a lone hooded figure sat 
against a tree in the background. The earth tones suggested the natural state of conflict, but 
Naya couldn’t parse out the meaning of the figure. Still, she stepped closer, entranced. 
 “Uh, so I guess we go back up and take the L.” Nico stepped away and Jersey 
replaced him right beside Naya.  
 “No...there’s something,” Naya gently raised her hand and put it on the wall, in 
between the antlers and the figure. Except her hand went through the wall, through the door.  
 Naya yelped and snatched her hand back, afraid something on the other side might 
bite it off. Everyone knew you didn’t sleep with your feet hanging off the bed where just 
anything could get to them. Same logic here. 
 “Whoa, whoa, what the hell?” Naya and Jersey exchanged furtive glances. “I have no 
idea what I just did.”  
 “Definitely not a dead end,” Nico said. “Holy shit.”  
 “Holy is right,” Naya grumbled. “Ok, I’m gonna try again.” 
 She put her foot in the air and that went through as well. She yanked it back. “Oh 
god. It’s probably like, my whole body.” 
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 Jersey mimicked her, raising their hand dramatically and staring intently at one of the 
buck’s antlers. Their hand met brick. They pushed. They sighed. “Guess you’re the chosen 
one Harry.”  
 Naya rolled her eyes.  
 “Hold on, let me see if I can—” Naya grasped their hand and decided if she was 
going all in, whoever was on the other side already knew she was coming. Better to show up 
with reinforcements if you don’t have the element of surprise.  
 “Wait, I don’t think we can—” 
 Jersey’s voice cut off.  
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 Naya squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them and looked around. She was too 
scared not to. There didn’t seem to be anyone in there with her. No one attacked her, or 
jumped out to surprise-welcome her, so she figured it was reasonably safe. For now.  
 The room was decently sized, but not overlarge. Didn’t seem worth hiding it all the 
way down here. Always find your exit first, her dad was always saying, in case of any 
emergency. Going through a magic door alone seemed to count. She realized location-wise, 
she must somewhere underneath that stupid old church, the whole reason she was in this 
mess. If she knew any good curses, she’d use them, but to be honest, she wasn’t sure if they 
would even work on buildings. There had to be another way out of here.  
 Almost at once, she spotted a door with a rounded arch at the top on the other side of 
the room. It had a handle to pull it closed and everything. Weird. To her right was a table 
covered in papers and books. To her left were two chairs and on that wall a beautiful mural. 
The top half was shaded in swirls of blues and greens. The bottom in mostly red and pink, 
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with a splash of bright greenery. Something familiar called her with its hum of spirit, 
something like how Zeke’s abilities rolled off of him in waves. But this was cool, 
constrictive, and insisting. It was the mural itself.     
 Distracted immediately, she approached it with caution. Her cloak didn’t seem to like 
this as it expanded around her and grew warm, like a heat lamp. She didn’t dare touch the 
mural and stood back beyond arm’s length. She was a fast learner and this was drenched in 
manifested spirit. What, or who, was in there? Or did it just exist as a magical space? Was 
it…oh good Lord, it was the wall shared with Q-Town, deep, deep underground before 
anything else had been built above it. No wonder Pastor Allen wanted it. Hating gay people 
was probably still true for him and definitely for his followers, but it also made an excellent 
disguise for keeping control of whatever this was.  
 Spooked, Naya backed away. The papers grabbed her attention next. She thought of 
Jersey and her brother all alone in the dark, not knowing what to do. And Dante of course. 
But she would feel so dumb if she’d had the chance to gain information and didn’t take it.  
 Several sheets of bulk paper lay strewn across the table, which came up to her waist, 
and was a lot more massive up close. There were blueprints to Q-Town, this church, and the 
municipal auditorium on the other side. They looked new and did not show any plans for 
underground rooms. Did these belong to Pastor Allen? She almost snorted a laugh. He 
probably stole them of course. And what he need a whole dungeon for, huh?  
 None of the answers she came up with sounded plausible: new acoustic space for 
choir practice, a combination church and gym with the slogan: get your worship on. She 
couldn’t help the much more graphic and unholy visuals from popping into her head. 
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 Naya shuffled through the rest of the materials stacked together on the side of the 
table nearest the fireplace. Leaving fingerprints and changing the organization didn’t really 
bother her either. Let them know someone had been here. 
 She fingered a yellowed page ripped out of some book. It wasn’t in English, and 
she’d failed enough French to know it wasn’t that either. There were symbols and pictures 
she couldn’t make sense of. There were two recognizable images. One of a hooded figure 
with one hand raised, about to reveal his face. The other hand held a knife. The other figure 
was tied up in a circle of candles. Her, that was going to be her. This was Pastor Allen’s plan 
to get the Word of God out of her.  
 That and the mural was too much for her brain to process at the moment. She got 
what she asked for. Information. Now she had to focus on Dante so she could get back to 
Jersey and Nico.  
 Naya backed up closer to the wall she’d come through, but was too unsettled to touch 
it to see if she could get back. Should have done it when she’d first come through, but now 
she had absolutely no ability to handle something like that again.   
 She fumbled the feather and book out of her bag. Her fingers gripped the pencil as 
she drew the correct symbol without lifting the pencil. Shit! Dante’s breath! How would she 
direct this without him? The symbol pulsed on the page, waiting for the rest of the spell to be 
completed. She couldn’t hold it there forever. It would dissipate if she didn’t use it, if she 
closed the book. Think, think, think! 
 She searched around in her bag and found her Vaseline balm. She’d touched his lips 
with her finger, and definitely used it since then. Naya added a generous blob to the feather, 
spreading it in the same path she did the previous oil.  
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 “Oh my God, stop! Wait!”  
 Naya whipped her head up. The exit door, the door she took to lead up and into the 
church somehow creaked open and Cerise walked through, still in her blue coat and 
scratched up. “What? Why are you—” 
 “You don’t call a spirit like that,” Cerise dismissed her. She strode over, looking 
virtually unhurt.  
 “I wasn’t trying to—” 
 “Then what? You don’t have enough essence to do anything with in the first place.”  
 “Granny Mabel didn’t need that.”  
 Cerise glared at Naya, then held back whatever she was about to say next. Instead she 
took a deep breath. “If you want my help tell me what you’re doing. You aren’t trained and 
you’ll hurt yourself.” 
 Naya didn’t exactly have much time to think this over. Or protest her lack of training.  
People were waiting on her. “I’m trying to…broadcast. Like, if I can point a flashlight at my 
friend’s spirit, which is here, not in the hospital like I thought, then he’d see it—see me 
somehow—and I don’t know, find his way back where he’s supposed to be. But he’s stuck. 
Some magic is all twisted up in him.” 
 Cerise got a weird look on her face then, like she might throw up. Like she knew 
something Naya didn’t.  
 “What?”  
 Cerise shook her head, “Nothing. Just that won’t work. We have to separate him from 
it completely.”  
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 That did not sound good at all. “And what will that do? Do you need to be by him?”  
 “It might just return him to consciousness. It might remove his spirit altogether, along 
with the magics.” Cerise said this with a straight face. 
 Naya didn’t want to know the answer to that so she didn’t ask. “Do it…please.”  
 “I can feel the powers surrounding him from here. Can you feel anything?” Cerise 
looked at her shrewdly. “Try.”  
 Naya concentrated now, let her mind wander to that peaceful place. She felt herself 
soaring, going farther than she ever had, then settling into the familiar confidence she’d felt 
when she did Nico’s luck spell. Then spread out to see if she could find...Granny Mabel’s 
power? She had sensed everyone else she knew by now. Granny Mabel?? That must be her 
attempt at calling his spirit, that’s all. And what she now suspected was Pastor Allen’s 
power—a jumbled thorny substance like a tumbleweed and cold like a winter morning. 
 She drew back fast. Pastor Allen was like the mural…or coming from inside the 
mural? “Oh God,” she gasped. “How could you? How could I?” 
 “Yeah it’s not great what’s got him,” Cerise said. “Reaching that far is difficult. 
Mabel was right about you.” 
 Naya felt immensely uncomfortable and she just wanted to get out of there. “Ok yeah, 
um, how?” 
 Cerise went to a cabinet behind the table that Naya hadn’t sensed or seen. She took 
out a cleansing candle and a bundle of fresh sage. Then she reached back in and collected 
two more things. One was a large teapot and the other a bottle of clear alcohol.  
 “I don’t have time or energy to explain this to you. Hold this. Don’t drop it.” Cerise 
handed her the bottle of alcohol and set the teapot on the table, not bothering to swipe any 
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papers out of the way. She took the bottle from Naya and poured what was left until the 
teapot was almost full.  
 Naya just watched her work in stillness and silence. She couldn’t do much other than 
follow along, taking in the energetic frolic of Cerise’s spirit magic at work. It was joy. It was 
play. Naya wondered if that’s what Cerise felt though, because her face was stone.  
 Cerise handed Naya a lighter she pulled from her mess of a coat and the candle, and 
said, “Light it exactly when I say and drop it in, bottom first. Then I want you to go through 
that door,” she pointed from where she’d come from, “and don’t look back. Don’t ever come 
back here.”  
 A lump formed in Naya’s throat as she nodded. She was very tired.  
 Cerise plucked a book from the cabinet and rattled off a string of words foreign to 
Naya’s ear. Then she rubbed the bundle of sage between two fingers. She eased that gently 
into the teapot in a spread out fashion.  
 “Ready?” Cerise asked. Naya just nodded again.  
 Cerise read from the book one more time, her voice building up with each word this 
time. Then, “Now!”  
 Naya flicked the button hard with her thumb and almost died of relief when it lit the 
first time. She held the candle slanted and caught the wick. Then she placed it in the pot right 
in the center and took a few steps back into the center of the room.  
 “Go, go, go. And remember what I said.” Cerise shooed her out. “Your friend will be 
fine. I hope.”  
 Naya got to the door and hesitated, thinking this was a totally different woman than 
Naya remembered meeting at Etta’s. From crying on the phone because the worst of dudes to 
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doing big magic in the middle of his space to help his enemy. What in the world was going 
on?  
 “Go, now.” Cerise’s voice turned sharp and Naya hurried through the door. There was 








Jerseys’ snap wasn’t a nude. But it was the closest to one that Naya had ever received. 
As soon as Naya got clear of the last pew, she took out her phone. Several missed calls from 
her parents. One from Granny Mabel. A string of texts from Jersey that let her know they 
tried to wait for her once the firefighters showed up and got them out of the hole, but had to 
go home when their mom started blowing up their phone. Then nothing. Great.  
 And then she checked her snap. Jersey lay in bed with nothing but a sheet on to cover 
their chest and bottom half. But Naya could see the smooth skin of their shoulders and 
collarbone, dark against the light-colored sheet. They had a sly smile on and a winky face in 
the text line of the foreground. Nothing too salacious, they weren’t posed or anything like a 
magazine cover, but Naya would never again underestimate the effects of a bare shoulder. 
Heat flooded Naya’s body and it turned out she had one last bit of energy reserved to feel 
excited about this.  
As she stood just behind the big double doors of the church, she thought about the 
increasingly intimate texts back and forth her and Jersey had lately been exchanging. 
Intimate like, Jersey told her that their birth name was Janelle, that they tried to come out to 
their mom and it wasn’t pretty. That maybe they were jealous of how much Dante’s parents 
seemed to care about his life in that way. Naya shared things too, about her identity and 
about Nico being all nosy, about choosing to hide it from her parents. About how she always 
admired Jersey’s confidence in her attitude. How she couldn’t wait to see them again, to 
know what that attitude tasted like on their lips. She’d really surprised herself with that one.  
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So this wasn’t anything out of nowhere. Naya stared hard for ten full seconds trying 
to imprint the image in her mind, then pressed the screen to end it. She didn’t think Jersey 
would want her to screenshot anything just yet. But this was all she had left to face the world 
with, and she wanted to remember it. 
 Of course her dad was waiting outside on the street when Naya emerged. What little 
hope she had of being able to just sneak back home died when she saw him. Every miniscule 
part of what remained of her confidence boost and her courage leaked out of her with every 
step as she flopped down the steps to meet him. She hung her head low and didn’t meet his 
eyes. A part of her felt incredible about what she’d just helped Cerise do. But also an 
indescribable horror at what might become of Dante. So many things were not on her side.  
 Inside the house her mother sat with a cup of coffee even though it was almost one in 
the morning. She registered that her mom looked relieved when Naya came through the hall, 
but shut off the urge to say anything as Naya sat down, barely feeling like she could hold it 
together. If she lost it now, she didn’t know what she would do, what she could do. Before 
this, before Granny, everything had seemed so clear. She’d finish high school, draw, decide 
if she liked buildings or people better and go to college somewhere for her art.  
 Something looked different as she sat at the table. It took her a minute to isolate all 
the school brochures her parents had laid out for her. For private girls’ schools. Not regular 
high schools. Boarding schools. They were going to send her away if she didn’t start acting 
right. Oh no, this couldn’t be happening.  
 The garage door opened and her father appeared in the doorway. He sat by her mom, 
across from Naya at the table. Her parents looked at each other like they were conferring on 
some war plan, some solidarity decision.  
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 “Naya, this behavior is unacceptable. There are rules. You can’t...you just can’t be 
out here like this. Do you understand how hard your mother and I work to give you a better 
life than we had growing up?” His voice grew louder and higher as he got to the end. 
 “Yes. I understand.” The last part came through her teeth. She wanted to say fuck the 
rules. The ‘rules’ didn’t matter, or, at least, they were the whole reason Q-Town existed in 
the first place. The ‘rules’ said being queer was wrong, being poor was wrong, being black 
and brown was wrong. And she knew better. But she also knew better than to say any of that 
to her firefighter father who had always taught her to do the right thing and nothing bad 
would happen to her if she worked hard and listened to her parents. What he thought was the 
right thing. Something in the air was different, weighted. She played along.  
 “We don’t want to do this to you baby,” Gaila said looking pointedly at the 
brochures. “But we will if we have to.”  
 Naya nodded, not looking at them.  
 They both became more relaxed, her mom loosened her death grip on the mug, took a 
sip. Her dad’s shoulders settled a bit closer to his body. They seemed to take her 
acquiescence for agreement and understanding.  
“Good, that’s great baby. We just love you so much and want what’s best for you.” 
Her mom took her hand and squeezed before letting go, “That’s all.”  
“Hopefully, that will make this less hard to hear,” her dad said, the tone of his voice 
gruff again. 
“Make what?” Naya asked, feeling like she was about to get slapped with something 
way worse than being grounded for life. 
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“You are no longer allowed to associate with your grandmother. I thought she was a 
good influence, but not so much apparently. I’m letting our neighbors know to report 
anything….weird, going on here while me and your Mom are gone.” 
“Which I won’t be very often,” her mom chimed in, smiling.  
Naya looked to both of them, trying to stem the flow of tears she felt coming on. The 
shock of the night’s events, the fear coursing through her that everything was going downhill 
faster than she could keep track of it was overwhelming.  
Her dad put his hand on her shoulder, then carried on, “Your mom requested some 
leave time that starts this week. So she could spend more time at home with you and Nico 
since he had to come home early. And you can guess no phone. I want you to focus on 
yourself. I ain’t seen you draw nothing all summer.”  
 Naya was wrong; the feeling was more like being steamrolled. A slap would have 
been fast, sharp, but this...this was slow and crushing. Not see Granny Mabel?  
Even though she’d stuffed that address deep, deep down in her bag, so she didn’t 
have to think about facing her again so soon, the idea of not seeing her was worse. So much 
worse. And imagining having the neighbors spying on her really made her mad. Like mom 
wouldn’t be enough.  
 But she swallowed everything she thought about saying. No argument would change 
their minds. Her mom had already taken off work. Naya wondered if she’d be getting any 
portion of her salary; she didn’t know exactly what leave meant. Some part of her realized 
that this could be a lot worse. Probably...in some way. Nevertheless, all her emotions rose up 
like bile, and she could feel tears pricking her eyes from her anger and frustration. And her 
dad had mentioned her drawing. Again, this made her feel ragingly guilty. Her whole body 
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felt hot again, but this was so unlike the power of Zeke’s magic boost that it reminded Naya 
that she was still just a fourteen year old girl trying to take on the world. 
 “TV is fine. And you can keep the gardening up. I know that’s supposed to be good 
for young people,” her dad added, and after a pause, “We love you.” 
 “I think the garden is wonderful,” her mother said quietly. In fact, she looked 
nervous, or shaky. She was probably just caffeinated, although Naya thought it wouldn’t 
have any effect now. Her mom was excited to get some rest. As a child, Naya had spent 
enough time in the hospital on days her dad wouldn’t be home until very late to know that 
her mom worked very hard. That made Naya feel even worse, and now maybe she regretted 
this whole thing.  
 “It’s late, and I know you’re tired. You go upstairs and I’ll bring you a cup of hot 
milk and honey in a little while,” her mom said. 
 As if she could understand human, Gigi appeared with a soft meow. Her tiny, cute 
face and the way she trotted over and rubbed against her leg loosened something in Naya. 
The tears came freely now.  
Her dad stood up and hugged her, helped her take the backpack off. “I’m sorry,” she 
whispered, covering her face in her hands. 
 He pried them apart and held them. “You made a mistake. It’s okay, as long as you 
learn from it. I don’t want you to have to do that the hard way, baby girl. That’s no way for 
you. Now go get ready for bed.”  
 She nodded. Gigi meowed louder, promised milk, and went to accost Naya’s mom. 
Gaila poured a little bit into a saucer and set it on the floor.  
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 Naya went up to her room and hid the note with her Granny’s address right away. She 
forgot to leave her phone downstairs, but her dad had too, so she’d just wait until her mom 
asked for it later. Then she got right in the shower and tried to steam it all away to the soft 
soprano of Beyonce’s newest album.  
 A half hour later her mom knocked on the door. Naya mumbled come in and wiped 
her face again.  
 Gaila sat down on the edge of the bed after handing Naya the cup. “Do you want to 
tell me what’s going on?” She said it in a way that Naya hadn’t heard since she was a little 
girl.  
Naya remembered having the talk early on, about periods and sex, and what boys 
would try to say to get in her pants. Now, her mom’s voice carried that same strain, that same 
urgency, and promise of protection.  
Now would be a great time, her brain nudged her. Let mom take care of this too, like 
she’d done everything else all your ungrateful little life. That would be wise, smart, 
courageous even. But then she pictured Granny Mabel’s face, the one she had in the kitchen 
in her cheetah print shawl on the first day she’d been here; she was so happy. And again, in 
the garden, teaching Naya about the roots and the universe’s power. Her mind brought in Etta 
and her tarot reading—the sensation that finally, she’d found what she’d been called to do, 
truly: create not only art but magic, hope, and light with her gifts. Right the wrongs of her 
past. If she could let go.  
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Her mom would never believe her. She didn’t even believe her own mom about these 
things. So she said, “Not really,” and shrugged. Naya stared into her drink. The milk circled 
the cup as she sloshed it gently, waiting for Gigi to climb up and try to put her nose in it 
again.  
“I just thought...you know, that we could talk. But you’re very tired. I’ll let you get 
some rest.” The disappointment in her mom’s tone, her slow rise from the mattress leaving 
an empty buoyancy where she’d just been, the tortured way she walked to the door… 
“Mom, wait,” Naya called out.  
Her mom turned around, came right back.  
Naya reached under the sheet and brought out her phone. She’d turned it off after 
messaging Jersey, and Granny Mabel. Maybe Zeke knew how to text. “Mom...please. It’s 
off, but…don’t look at anything. It’s password protected, but I know you could probably take 
it to the store or something, but just...I’ll tell you one day. I promise.”  
“I love you,” Naya said. 
Her mom looked at her for a long minute, and asked one more time, “You know you 
can tell me anything baby.”  
Naya chewed her bottom lip. Her mom sat back down. “You love Dad, right?”  
Gaila frowned, “Yes, with all my heart. Why? What’s this all about?”  
“You’d do anything for him?”  
“Yeah of course.”  
Naya looked her in the eye then. “Okay. When you love someone, you try to save 
them, right?” Her tears returned.  
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Now Gaila looked away. “You can’t save everybody, sweetheart. I know it’s hard, 
believe me.”  
And Naya did. So she put her drink down and let her mother rub her back while she 
cried from fear, sadness, and sheer exhaustion.  
# 
 Her mom woke Naya in the middle of the night with Naya’s phone. Just shook her 
until she was fully up and coherent and irritated and pressed the phone to her ear.  
 “Naya? It’s me.”  
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